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        Gabriel Romero made me hungry for things I’d never wanted, and starved of the things I didn’t think I’d ever need.

        Until now…

        Until him…

      

      

      I was never the man who believed in love, romance, or happily ever afters. I was married to my work, and happy to be that way. Until one night, not too long ago, when an audacious young man lied his way into my life and showed me what I’d been missing.

      

      Bold and sexy, with a face that could melt through the iciest of exteriors, Gabriel Romero is the one factor I never saw coming. There are so many reasons we shouldn’t work—my age, his, our career goals in life—and yet we are drawn together by a passion for music, and each other, that neither of us can deny.

      

      I’ve always been the one to think things through, to follow my head instead of my heart. But if I don’t open myself to what’s possible, instead of thinking of all the ways this seems impossible, I might miss out on the best thing that has ever happened to me.

      

      So I’m taking a chance, and laying myself at his mercy, opening my heart with nothing but good intentions. Only time will tell if Gabriel Romero decides to let me back in.

      

      Good Intentions is the second book in the Intentions Duet.
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            Marcus

          

        

      

    

    
      GABRIEL ROMERO HAD just hung up on me. No goodbye. No “we’ll talk about this when you get back.” That charming, persistent young man had called me up, lobbed several accusations my way, and then ended our conversation before I was through talking to him.

      I couldn’t remember the last time anyone had ever hung up on me, let alone left an argument midway through, before I was done talking. But once again Gabe was proving himself to be unlike anyone I’d ever met.

      I hit redial and stared at the screen, fully intending to give him a piece of my mind. But when I was immediately sent to voicemail, I ended the call and took in a frustrated breath.

      Unbelievable. He’d turned the damn thing off.

      I shut my eyes for a second and pinched the bridge of my nose. This was the last thing I should’ve been thinking about as I walked into one of the biggest interviews of my career. But when Fiona—Giles Vanderhall’s PA—looked at me from by the double glass doors, I knew I needed to pull it together. I’d have to deal with Gabe…later.

      I silenced my phone and slipped it into my jacket pocket, then headed across the room. As I drew near, Fiona pushed open the door to Giles’s office, and when I stepped inside and it closed behind me, I was hit with a multimillion-dollar view of the Empire State Building.

      It was an impressive visual, and to anyone else, an incentive to one day stare at the iconic building themselves. But it would take a hell of a lot more than an impressive view to make me sign on the dotted line. I already had one of those back at home.

      “Marcus, good morning.”

      I turned to see Giles getting to his feet and coming around his desk. It’d been several months since I’d last seen the CEO of Summit Broadcasting, but in that time his hair had greyed a little more around the edges to match the mustache lining his upper lip.

      “I trust your trip went well yesterday? You got settled in okay?”

      I walked over and reached out to shake his hand. “It did, yes, thank you. Everything went smoothly.”

      “I’m glad to hear it, and I’m sorry to have had to pull you away during such a hectic news cycle.”

      Yes, he was so sorry that he’d all but told me that if I didn’t come today not to bother coming at all. But I bit back a remark in an effort to begin this conversation in a cordial manner.

      “These things can’t be helped. One can never predict the news, Giles. You know that better than anyone.”

      “That I do. That I do.” He released my hand and then gestured to one of the club chairs over by the wall of windows. “Can I get you anything to drink before we start? A coffee? Something to eat, perhaps?”

      “A coffee would be lovely, thank you.”

      “Of course. Black?”

      The question immediately brought to mind Gabe and the sweet and salty concoction he’d tried to get me to drink the morning of his Starbucks run—and that, of course, brought to mind the image of him sucking whipped cream off his fingertip.

      I cleared my throat. “Is there any other way to drink it?”

      Giles clapped me on the shoulder and shook his head. “Not if you ask me. Why don’t you take a seat, and I’ll let Fiona know.”

      I unbuttoned my jacket, took up a spot facing the famous cityscape, and once again found my mind wandering back to the man who wasn’t here.

      What was Gabe thinking right now? What was he doing?

      A glance at my watch told me he was likely getting ready for work—or was already out the door—and the fact that I wanted to try calling him again after his continued rejection spoke volumes.

      Here I was about to converse with one of the biggest broadcasting CEOs in the nation, and all I could think about was whether Gabe would ever take a phone call from me again.

      It was ridiculous, and almost laughable. This behavior was completely unlike me. But the truth of the matter was that I cared more about what Gabe was doing and thinking right now than I did Giles, and wasn’t that a kick in the head?

      “Right,” Giles said with a winning smile as he took a seat, no doubt about to launch into all the reasons I should come and work for him. “Let’s get started, then, shall we?”

      

      TWO HOURS LATER, I stepped out onto the busy street and slipped into the back seat of the car Giles had provided. As the door shut behind me and we merged with oncoming traffic, I stared at the yellow taxicabs whizzing by and couldn’t recall a single thing that had been discussed back in that building.

      I was one hundred percent unfocused—when it came to anything work related, that was. Forget the interview; forget the natural disaster happening in the gulf right now. But should anyone ask me what time Gabe had called, what time it was in Chicago, and how many times I’d tried calling him back since he’d hung up on me, I could answer with surprising accuracy.

      Gabe had infiltrated my mind and taken up permanent residence there, and I knew I wouldn’t get any peace until I finally spoke to him.

      When the car dropped me at the curb outside my hotel, I tried him again, and when it went straight to voicemail, I wanted to throw my damn cell against the side of the building. Knowing that would do nothing other than frustrate me further, however, I settled for trying to crush it in a death grip as I marched through the lobby and headed straight for the elevators.

      My plane ride back to Chicago wasn’t until later this evening, so my current plan was to head upstairs and drown myself in work—or alcohol, depending on how this mood played out.

      As I entered my room, I tossed my briefcase on the couch and shrugged out of my jacket, then I tugged at my tie and pulled it free. For the first time in a long while I felt stifled by the thing, annoyed by its confines, and when I popped the top few buttons open, I felt as though I could finally breathe.

      What the hell was happening to me? I never felt this way. My stomach was all twisted up and my head was a mess, and all because Gabe was pissed that I hadn’t kept him in the loop about my interview today?

      How was I supposed to know that was something I should tell him?

      This was exactly what I’d warned him about. I wasn’t good at this kind of thing. I was good at business. I was good at mergers. I was good at just about everything, expect for personal relationships.

      Hell, we’d barely decided to start seeing one another, and already I was fucking things up. I fished my phone out of my pocket to check if there were any messages from him, and when nothing appeared, I walked over to the window and stared out at the city below.

      It was creeping up to noon here, which meant Gabe would be at work, and as I stood there debating whether I could get drunk and then sober again within the span of a few hours, it hit me.

      Gabe was at work. At a job where he had to answer the phone. That was it. That was how I would get him to talk to me.

      I quickly opened my phone’s browser and searched for Mitchell & Madison’s website, and once I had their main number in front of me, I hit call. A couple of seconds later, a young lady greeted me.

      “Good morning, you’ve reached Mitchell & Madison, attorneys at law. How can I help you?”

      This was unprofessional on so many levels, and had Gabe been answering his phone, I never would’ve resorted to such a thing. But I was starting to feel desperate, and it was an emotion I wasn’t at all familiar or pleased with.

      “Hello. I’d like to make an appointment with Mr. Mitchell, please.”

      “Of course. May I ask who’s calling?”

      Knowing there was no way in hell Gabe would take my call if I gave my name, I said the first thing that came to mind: “Mr. Franklin.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Franklin. If you don’t mind holding, I’ll put you through to his assistant, and he’ll be happy to set that up for you.”

      “Thank you, I’d appreciate that.” I closed my eyes and wondered what the hell I was doing. I didn’t chase after guys, and I certainly didn’t stalk them at work because they were ignoring my phone calls. Yet here I was with my heart thumping and my pulse racing as I waited for Gabe to pick up the phone.

      “Good morning, Mr. Mitchell’s office. How can I help you?”

      At the sound of Gabe’s voice, everything inside me seemed to instantly calm, and that knot in my stomach finally unraveled. He was there, he was talking to me, and suddenly my world righted itself. This was insane.

      “Good morning, Gabe.”

      When he didn’t immediately respond, I wondered for a second if he’d hang up before I could get my next words out. But in true Gabe fashion, he quickly rallied and did the exact opposite of what I expected.

      “Mr. Franklin?” He scoffed. “Well, well, look at how the tables have turned. Does your lovely driver know that you run around using his name as an alias whenever someone won’t take your call?”

      “Of course not. Up until now, I’ve never had to resort to such a thing, and had you not turned your phone off after our last conversation, I wouldn’t have had to today, either.”

      “Hmm.” Gabe seemed to ponder that for a moment. “I suppose you’re right. But I was annoyed at you, and you weren’t available for me to throw out of my apartment, so that seemed like the best way to emphasize my point.”

      God, he was ballsy. He was brash and impulsive, and I’d missed talking to him more than I ever imagined possible.

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes, it is. So for future reference, I tend to get annoyed when I find out the man I’m seeing is planning to move across the country and doesn’t bother to tell me.”

      I let out a sigh and ran a hand through my hair. “I didn’t tell you because nothing had been decided yet. Plus, we weren’t talking seriously about us until yesterday.”

      “Yeah, no, see? That’s the wrong answer,” Gabe said. “You knew about the interview when we were together and never once mentioned it, and we both know you were already serious about me. I was in your house, your bed, for a week. So don’t use that as an excuse.”

      My lips twitched. But the sheer arrogance that laced his words held my attention like nothing else. “Aren’t you feeling confident today?”

      “I feel confident every day. Except the ones where I’m told I’m not a priority.”

      “I never said that.”

      “You might as well have. So here’s a little advice: the first thing you need to practice when it comes to being with me? Stop thinking about yourself for a minute. It’s really not that hard.”

      “Gabe—”

      “I have to get back to work—something you should appreciate. Have a safe flight, Marcus.”

      “I—” The call ended before I could get another word out, and all I could do was stare at my silent phone. He’d hung up on me—again. But instead of feeling angry or annoyed, I found myself smiling.

      This form of communication was clearly getting me nowhere, and since Gabe insisted on hanging up on me whenever I tried to talk to him, there seemed only one logical solution left.

      It was time I paid him a little visit so we could chat about this face to face. Then maybe he’d finally understand where my priorities were.
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            Gabe

          

        

      

    

    
      MARCUS ST. JAMES was one seriously infuriating man. Not only had he invaded every single thought I’d had today, the man had gone out of his way to call me at work just so he could make my heart go all trippy and stupid at the sound of his voice.

      Damn him. Was it too much to ask that I get one day to feel annoyed by what he’d done? But as I stared at the phone, I found myself smiling over the fact that he’d found a way to contact me despite my best efforts.

      That didn’t mean he was forgiven, though. Oh no. It didn’t even mean I liked him right now. It just meant that I could appreciate the gesture. And there was nothing wrong with that.

      The phone ringing startled me from my thoughts, and for a crazy second, I thought it was Marcus calling back. Until I realized it was line one and quickly snatched it up.

      “What can I get for you, boss?” I said, looking at Logan through the glass wall separating us.

      “You, in here, if you don’t mind. I finally have a minute, and there’s something I need you to get started on for me.”

      “Of course. I’ll be right there.” Shoving my personal problems aside for the moment, I grabbed a notepad and pen and made my way straight into Logan’s office. I shut the door behind me and took the seat opposite his desk.

      “Once a year, Mitchell & Madison holds a client appreciation dinner where we all have to dress up and be on our best behavior in front of others for the evening. It’s a lot of pomp and circumstance, a lot of saying the right thing to the right person, and, well, generally I’d rather do anything else. However, my brother insists that it’s good business practice and sends out an invitation list for Priest and myself to look over and approve.”

      Logan leaned back and tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair as though thinking over what he was about to say next.

      “Jane usually gets the invitations together after that and sends them out. However, she’s on vacation right now, so I thought that maybe you would like to take over the task.”

      I sat up a little straighter and nodded. This was the first big task Logan was giving me, and there was no way I could turn down the opportunity to shine.

      “Yes. Of course. I’d love to. That’s right up my alley. I used to organize events at Northwestern all the time.”

      “So I recall. I’ve emailed you the finalized client list. There are a couple of names without addresses, along with some that need double-checking. What we need you to do is verify those and then pick us three options for the invites. Have a look at the past ones that have been sent—I believe Jane uploaded them to your shared folder online. She also has all the account information for the company we’ve used in the past. Once you have the final three options, let me know and we’ll narrow it down so you can get them ordered and sent out.”

      “Perfect,” I said, jotting down what I needed to do. “When do you need them by?”

      “Early next week? We’d like to get them out as soon as possible.”

      “Got it.”

      “Perfect.” I got to my feet to go and get started, and Logan said, “Make sure to add yourself, plus one on there. If I’ve got to be there, then so do you. But don’t worry too much; Cole always picks somewhere ridiculously expensive, and the food and drinks are on us. So unless something catastrophic takes place, you’ll likely have a decent night.”

      I nodded and headed for the door, and couldn’t help but think about the last work party I’d gone to. That had sounded like an all-out snooze-fest too, until I saw Marcus, and then it turned into one of the best nights of my life.

      I wasn’t so sure he’d be around to cure my boredom this time, though. A month seemed like an eternity away, and he’d flat-out told me he wasn’t good at relationships.

      So far, he hadn’t been lying. I mean, who flew across the country without telling the person they were dating? What if something had happened to him, for God’s sake? How would I find out? Through ENN?

      Ugh, I wasn’t going to think about that right now. Logan was counting on me to get these invites together to present to the partners next week. So I took a seat at my computer and started to go through the past invitations. But ever-present in the back of my mind was the frustrating man with the golden hair and eyes so blue you wanted to dive in and never leave.

      What was he doing right now?

      What was he thinking?

      And were any of those thoughts about me?

      I got my answer several hours later, when I finally got home and stepped off the elevator, because there, standing at the far end of the hall was Marcus—and nothing could’ve shocked me more.

      In an immaculate black suit with a burgundy shirt and pristine black tie, he took my breath away. But it wasn’t until he turned to face me that I was once again dumbstruck by how effortlessly sexy he was.

      Damn. God had really been showing off the day he made Marcus St. James. But I wasn’t going to focus on that—no siree. I knew what game he was playing.

      Marcus thought that by showing up here and throwing around that hot, arrogant demeanor, I would just melt at his feet. Well, he could think again. I wouldn’t fall for that. I would stand strong.

      I walked down the hall, my head held high, and pulled my keys out, ready to ignore him. Marcus had other ideas, though, as he moved into my path, blocking the door.

      I did my best to glare him out of the way, but when he didn’t budge, I knew we were at a stalemate. There was no way I was getting inside without speaking to him first, and that was a problem because—

      “Hello, Gabe.”

      —the sound of my name in that deep, growly voice did things to my body I wasn’t proud of.

      Knowing my own weaknesses, I took a step back, and judging by his smug look, Marcus knew them too.

      “What are you doing here?” I crossed my arms as an extra barrier against the magnetic force that was Marcus.

      “I would think that was obvious. I want to talk.”

      “And I would’ve thought it was obvious that I didn’t.”

      Marcus nodded. “Yes, you’ve made that abundantly clear.”

      “Yet you’re still here.”

      It wasn’t often that I regretted my smart-ass tendencies, but when Marcus took a step forward and removed his hands from his pockets, I knew I should’ve kept my mouth shut. Not because I was scared of what he might do, but because I was scared of what I might beg him to do.

      I mean, let’s be real, I only had so much willpower.

      I backed up in an effort to keep the distance between us, and when my back hit the wall, Marcus braced his hands on either side of my head.

      “Invite me inside, Gabe. I’m here to practice.”

      “Oh no.” I shook my head. “That’s not how this works. I’m annoyed at you. That means I get to decide when we next…practice.”

      “Now that’s a shame.” Marcus lowered his gaze to the carpeted floor. “I thought you might want to revisit the invitation you issued the last time we were outside your apartment.”

      Uh, there was nothing I wanted more than to pull him down to the floor and rip his clothes off. But no, I would not cave. I gently shoved him back from me.

      “We are not solving our first argument by having sex, Mr. St. James. That we do not need to practice.”

      I grabbed my keys and slipped away from him, and I was almost convinced he’d given up until I unlocked the door and heard my name.

      I glanced over my shoulder, and the expression on Marcus’s face was one I’d never seen before—confusion. And if that had been it, I would’ve shut the door and let him ponder it for the rest of the night.

      But when his eyes met mine and the desire from seconds ago mixed with genuine concern, my heart softened. He really had no idea what to do in this situation, what I wanted from him, and that made me kind of sad.

      Here he was, king of his world. A man who had been so busy working and carving out a career that he’d denied himself something as simple as dating and arguing with a person you cared for.

      Marcus had told me point-blank that he didn’t do relationships, that he wasn’t any good at them, and my response had been to invite him to practice with me. So what kind of teacher would I be to send him away now?

      The fact that he’d shown up here tonight was a huge step in the right direction, so maybe it was time to approach this from a different angle. Marcus wanted my attention, and I wanted to give it to him. But he was going to have to work for it. He was going to have to prove that he wanted me.

      I pushed open the front door and held it wide. “Is Franklin outside?”

      Marcus frowned. “Yes. Why?”

      “Tell him to drop your suitcase outside the door and then send him home.”

      “Home?”

      “Yeah. Home.” I had no idea if I was making the right decision, but the shock on Marcus’s face was worth whatever happened next. “I’ve decided I can be just as annoyed at you here than if you leave. So if you still want to stay, send him home.”
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      “FRANKLIN? COULD YOU please bring my suitcase up to floor ten, apartment number 1009? I’ll be staying here tonight,” I said as I followed Gabe inside and slowly shut the door behind me.

      “Of course, sir. And when shall I return?”

      I didn’t dare take my eyes off Gabe as he crossed the small space and entered his kitchen. “I’ll call you when I need you.”

      “Very well. I’ll bring it right up.”

      “Thank you, Franklin. Have a good night.”

      “You too, sir.”

      I ended the call and walked further into the living room. Gabe was standing at the open fridge, staring at the sparse contents. He was wearing a suit that I’d never seen on him before, one he hadn’t packed when he spent the week at my house. It was navy and fit him to perfection, and when he bent over to peer at the bottom shelf, the jacket parted at the center and I got a good look at his tight behind.

      Gabe sighed and straightened, shutting the fridge when he came up empty-handed, then he turned to face me.

      “So, it seems with your crazy news week, Ryan didn’t get a chance to restock the fridge—”

      “That’s okay. I’ll call us in some food.”

      “No.” Gabe held his hand up and shook his head. “Uh uh. That’s not what’s going to happen here.”

      “You’re not hungry?”

      “I am, but you’re on my turf now. Last week I played by your rules and we did things your way. This time we’re going to do things my way.”

      The smirk that appeared on Gabe’s lips probably should’ve worried me, but instead I found myself…intrigued.

      “Your way, huh?”

      “That’s right. You showed up at my place to make things up to me, remember?”

      I nodded. “Fair enough. Then why don’t you tell me what you have in mind?”

      Gabe reached for his tie and slipped the knot free, and it was all I could do to stay on my side of the kitchen island as he dragged the thin strip of material loose and popped open his collar.

      “Well, to start with, you can forget about the money in your wallet, your personal driver—even though I really love Franklin—and that you have the ability to call anyone at any time to get whatever you want. You, Marcus St. James, are going to spend the weekend getting to know me, in my world.”

      “I don’t have a problem with that.” Hell, he’d just gone from inviting me inside for the evening to demanding I stay the weekend. I wasn’t about to complain.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” he said, and his uppity tone made my cock throb as I pulled out a barstool and took a seat.

      “So if I’m not buying dinner, what do you plan to make?”

      “Oh, I’m not making it. Since you insisted on being here tonight, you’re going to cook.”

      “Am I now?”

      “Yes, you are, and you have three options to choose from.”

      This should be interesting, considering he’d just told me there was no food in the house.

      “Keep in mind that I’m expecting something pretty special to make up for what you’ve done. So really think about this before you make a choice.”

      I couldn’t help my smile as I inclined my head for him to continue. Less than fifteen minutes back in Gabe’s company and I was in a better mood than I’d been in all day.

      “Okay, there are frozen burritos with chili meat sauce and shredded cheese. A frozen cheese pizza. Or a packet of chicken ramen noodles.”

      He eyed me closely, no doubt waiting for me to balk at those delectable options. But little did he know that I used to live off one of those very things back in the day, and I hadn’t had them in years.

      “Let’s go with the ramen.”

      Gabe snorted. “You do not want ramen noodles.”

      “I do. Unless you have any objections. They used to be my favorite. Got me all the way through college.”

      “Okay, that’s weird.”

      “What is?”

      “Thinking about you struggling through college like the rest of us.”

      “Well, it was a long time ago.”

      “That’s true.” Gabe nodded as he pulled two packets of chicken ramen from the pantry and tossed them on the counter behind him. “Did they have microwaves back then, or did you have to boil a pot over an open flame?”

      “Careful, Gabe.” I got to my feet, shrugged out my jacket, and draped it over the back of a barstool.

      Gabe’s eyes widened. “Wh—what are you doing?”

      I unbuttoned each cuff and rolled my sleeves up my forearms, then walked around the end of the counter and backed him up so his ass hit the granite lining the opposite wall. Then I reached around him to pick up the ramen packet.

      “I’m reading the instructions. As you so eloquently pointed out, it’s been a little while since I’ve made these, and I want to make sure I…please you.”

      Gabe sucked in a breath and his eyes darkened, and Jesus, he was gorgeous.

      “Gabe?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Tell me where your pots and pans are, and then get the hell out of this kitchen.”

      Gabe gestured to the cupboards to the left of us. “You know, you’re being very bossy right now for someone trying to get back in my good graces.”

      Unable to resist, I lowered my mouth by his ear. “I’m being bossy because I know how much you like it, and I’m beginning to realize I’ll do whatever it takes to get back in your good graces.”

      Gabe turned his head until we were practically nose to nose. A couple more inches and my mouth would’ve been back on his.

      “Are you trying to seduce me, Mr. St. James?”

      “It depends. Is it working?”

      He slicked his tongue along his lower lip, and my entire body vibrated with the need to taste him again.

      “It might be.”

      “Well then, just wait until you taste my ramen. You won’t stand a chance.”

      A quick burst of laughter left him before he caught himself, then Gabe slipped out from between me and the counter and headed to the front door. He rolled my suitcase inside and across the hardwood floors and came to a stop by his bedroom. “I’m going to move this in here, if that’s okay with you.”

      “Is that where I’m going to be staying? Your bedroom?”

      “I mean, unless you want to sleep with Ryan?”

      Gabe smirked and disappeared out of view, and I couldn’t stop my smile as he left me in the kitchen to make something extra “special” out of two packets of ramen noodles.
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      I QUICKLY SHRUGGED out of my jacket and rifled through my drawers for something to wear.

      I still couldn’t believe Marcus had come straight here after getting off the plane and was now making us dinner. It would’ve been crazy enough considering how long his day had been, but the fact that he’d done it after I’d hung up on him twice made me think that maybe, just maybe, he was as serious about me as I was him.

      I pulled on a lightweight hoodie and a pair of faded jeans, then looked around my room to make sure it didn’t look like a bomb had gone off. It wasn’t every day I had someone like Marcus spending the night—actually, I didn’t think I’d ever had anyone like Marcus stay the night.

      Here was this sophisticated, worldly man, about to spend the weekend in a space that was roughly the size of his bathroom. But I wouldn’t let that bother me. Marcus was here for me, and while my footprint on the world might be slightly lacking in comparison to his, I more than made up for it with personality and drive. I would, one day, be able to afford a beautiful place that reflected my style, but for now, this would have to do.

      My bed was neatly made and in the middle of the room, the headboard flush against the back wall. There were a couple of books on my nightstand by the light and a small plant sitting on top of them.

      I had my desk and cello facing the window in the hopes of being inspired by the view of the neighboring park across the street, and there was a dresser at the opposite end of my bed with a small TV on top.

      I’d been lucky enough to score the bedroom with the window, since we were on the far end of the complex, and wanting to bring as much life into the small space as I was able to, I’d added several indoor plants.

      It was small but mine, and I’d tried to put my mark on it the best I could.

      I rolled Marcus’s suitcase to the dresser, and the flutter of excitement at his being here was putting up a good fight against my annoyance. This past week I’d felt as though I was caught up in a fantasy. One that was full of fine wine, fine food, and an even finer man. But now that I was back in reality, it was time to show Marcus the real me, the struggling guy who was doing everything he could to get back the dream that had slipped through his fingers.

      I also wanted to show him that this connection we shared was strong whether it be over a New York strip steak or a bowl of ramen noodles.

      With everything neatly in place, I made my way back out to the living area and stopped to watch Marcus as he moved around the kitchen.

      As tall as he was, Marcus had a presence that was undeniable no matter where he was. But with his jacket off and his fitted shirt outlining his broad shoulders, he commanded the space as though he’d cooked in it a hundred times before.

      He’d hunted down a colander, two bowls, a couple of glasses, and some forks, and as he took the boiling pot off the stove and tipped the contents out, I got a chance to check out his tall, powerful frame.

      How was it that he even looked hot making ramen noodles? That just seemed like overkill.

      Marcus stirred the contents in the pot, and when he spotted me, he gave me a slow, scorching once-over, then went back to plating our fifty-cent meal.

      I scooted up onto one of the barstools and watched him work, and once he was done, he glanced over and pointed to the glass. “Water? Or something else?”

      “Hmm, well, I don’t have a wine cellar, so…”

      Marcus grimaced. “Wine and ramen, that sounds—”

      “Disgusting?”

      “That’s exactly the right word.”

      “Agreed. So let’s go with the water.”

      Marcus filled each glass, then took the seat beside me. He picked up a fork and handed one to me, and when I took it, he clinked his with mine.

      The gesture was so carefree, so playful, that for a second all I could do was sit and stare at him.

      “It’s a St. James sibling tradition. Bon appétit.”

      Something about the fact that he’d just included me in that made my heart thump a little faster. Marcus dug his fork into the noodles and twirled them around the tines.

      “A tradition?”

      “Yes. My parents worked a lot when Abby and I were young, and we were often alone. So, we ended up looking after each other.”

      I took a bite of my food and was surprised at how good it tasted. “You mean, you looked after Abby.”

      Marcus smiled, and his expression was almost sweet. “There’s different ways to look after a person. I made sure she got breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and she made sure I remembered to stop being the parent sometimes and just be the big brother.”

      Despite my conviction to be annoyed with Marcus, this trust and window into his relationship with his sister made my heart warm. It also made more sense how he didn’t like others cleaning up after him, which made me curious to know more.

      “She reminds you to have fun.”

      Marcus paused with his fork halfway to his mouth and chuckled. “Yes. I suppose she does. Kind of like you. I told you, you’re a lot alike.”

      I liked that comparison. It was clear that Marcus loved his sister, and to be put in the same category as her was a compliment of the highest degree. But then I got to thinking about the other thing he’d said.

      “You said your parents worked a lot. What did they do?”

      Marcus finished his mouthful and gave me a rueful smile. “They were journalists.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “True story. Mom worked as a field journalist for nearly ten years and dad fifteen, until he was given an anchor position for the last ten years of his career.”

      “Wait, of course. Your dad is Michael St. James.”

      Marcus nodded.

      “Oh my God. That’s… My parents used to watch him every night when I was a little kid.”

      “And now I feel really old.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “No. No. I just mean that’s crazy. No wonder you ended up in the job you’re in. Your parents must be very proud.”

      “They are, actually.” A crooked smile tugged at Marcus’s lips. “Although I think that pride would magnify tenfold if I settled down and gave them a grandchild or two. Do you think that’s something you’d ever be interested in?”

      My eyes widened, the thought of a child at this stage in my life enough to have me breaking out in a cold sweat. Then Marcus chuckled.

      “I’m messing with you, Gabe. My parents are under no illusions that they’ll get grandchildren from me.”

      I let out a breath and shoved him in the arm. “That was mean.”

      “That was payback for making me feel old.”

      I arched a brow, but was secretly pleased with how happy he sounded. He seemed comfortable here at my place, without anything other than a suitcase and a bowl of noodles, and I never would’ve expected that.

      I shoveled the last bite of my dinner into my mouth, and once I was done, I sat back and saw Marcus still watching me.

      “So, what’s the verdict? Was my ramen special enough for you?”

      I pursed my lips and thought that through. Whether it was the cook or the cooking itself, I had to admit, they were the best ramen noodles I’d ever eaten.

      Not that I was going to tell him that.

      “They were okay.”

      He looked at my empty bowl and then back to me. “Just okay?”

      “Yeah, I mean, if that’s all we had, we wouldn’t starve.”

      I slipped down off the barstool and was about to pick up his plate when Marcus took hold of my wrist and pulled me in between his legs. In this position we were eye to eye, and I could feel a steady throb start between my thighs.

      “I think you’re lying.”

      “About your noodles?”

      “Yes. We both know that was the best damn ramen you’ve ever eaten in your life.”

      How he could sound so arrogant when talking about something so ridiculous was beyond me. But when he leaned forward and brushed his lips up my jaw to my ear, my entire body trembled.

      “Admit it.”

      I laughed and tried to shove him away. “You’re crazy.”

      “And you’re lying.” Marcus flicked his tongue over my earlobe, and a soft groan left my throat. “Admit it.”

      I turned my head to face him and caught a triumphant light flickering in his eyes. But I held my ground. There was no way I was going to give in that easily. “Never.”

      Quick as whip, Marcus was on his feet, and the next thing I knew, he’d tossed me over his shoulder as though I didn’t weigh a thing.

      Now, I wasn’t usually the kind who got off on the macho routine. But there was no denying the very physical reaction I had to his manhandling me into my bedroom.

      When we reached the foot of my bed and he threw me down, I bounced on the mattress as I tried to sit up. But I wasn’t quick enough. Marcus moved up over me until he was straddled above my waist, and holy shit, I knew my weakness—and this was it.

      Marcus in his suit, minus his jacket, with his sleeves rolled up those strong arms.

      What was that I was saying about standing strong and holding on to my convictions? Yeah, that ship had sailed.

      “Tell me, Gabe,” Marcus said as he pinned both my hands above my head, and my cock stiffened to full mast. “Are you…ticklish?”

      Ticklish? What the hell was he—

      The next thing I knew, Marcus’s hand was under my sweater, and he was stroking along my ribs, exciting my nerve endings.

      A devilish grin curved his lips as I began to laugh uncontrollably, and when I tried to jerk away from him, Marcus chuckled.

      “Marcus…” I said as I yanked on my hands. “You better—”

      I never finished my threat, because Marcus tightened his thighs around my waist, and God help me that was hot, even if he was torturing me.

      “I’m sorry? I better what?”

      He moved his hand further up my torso, the pressure of his fingers increasing slightly, causing a tingling sensation down my side.

      “Stop. You better stop,” I said as a fit of laughter overtook me again.

      His eyes twinkled with a kind of joy I’d never seen from him before. “Hmm, what did you tell me a minute ago? Oh, that’s right. Never.”

      Oh shit. Okay. So this teasing torment was all because I had a big mouth? Well then, maybe it was time I put it to good use.

      I craned up to take Marcus’s smug lips in the first kiss since his return, and if I’d thought I was desperate for the contact, that was nothing compared to what happened next.

      Marcus’s hands stilled, his entire body tensed, then his mouth crashed down onto mine in a kiss that bordered on savage. His tongue was in my mouth, and a growl rumbled from his throat, as I wrapped my hand around his tie and pulled him even closer.

      He twisted his fingers around the longer strands of my hair, then raised his head and flicked his tongue along my lower lip. His eyes flashed with fire as they stared into mine, then he nipped at the place he’d just tasted, and I groaned.

      “Marcus.” I panted as I reached for the back of his neck, and he lowered his head and took my lips again.

      My cock ached as I thrust my hips up, and the heavy weight of him pushing me into the mattress made my body cry out for some kind of release.

      God, it felt as though he’d been gone for years, not days, as I explored every inch of his mouth. When he finally tore his lips free, the strain etched into Marcus’s face matched my own frustration.

      His chest rose and fell as he stared down at me, and then he lowered his forehead to mine. “I’ve been waiting all day to do that.”

      “And it’s been a long day.”

      “So fucking long.”

      I let out a sigh, and when I released his tie, Marcus shifted off me. “Would you like a shower?”

      “A shower?”

      “Yeah, I figured you might want one after traveling today and, well, this.”

      Marcus smirked as he got to his feet, then looked over to his suitcase. “Actually, a shower sounds like heaven.”

      Thank God, because if he stayed in here much longer, I might just start ripping my clothes off, and it seemed like we both agreed that we should take a step back from that for the moment.

      “I figured. If you want to grab your stuff, I’ll tell you where everything is.”

      Marcus nodded and went to his suitcase, where he rifled through his things and grabbed what he needed. I scooted out of bed and pointed to the narrow hallway across the living room.

      “The bathroom is the last door down that hall. There’s fresh towels under the sink, and a toothbrush if you need one.”

      Marcus held up his shaving kit. “Thanks, but I’ve got one of those.”

      Of course he did, and now he probably thought I had a whole stockpile for any Tom, Dick, or Harry who stopped by—just great.

      “Gabe?”

      “Hmm?”

      Marcus swept a piece of hair out of my eyes and gently cupped my cheek. “It feels good to be home.”

      I opened my mouth to say something, anything, in response to that, but when nothing came out, Marcus smiled and stepped around me.

      He crossed the living room and walked down the hall, and just before he disappeared inside the bathroom, he looked back at me and said, “Warm up the sheets for me. I’ll see you soon.”
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      AS I CLIMBED into bed to wait for Marcus, I began to have serious doubts about my sanity. On what planet did I actually think I was going to be able to resist the man who had just walked out of here to get naked in my shower?

      None, that was what. There was no planet, no scenario, in which I was in a bed with a naked Marcus and I kept my hands to myself.

      Hell, I couldn’t even keep my hands off myself. The second I’d heard the shower turn on, flashes of the two of us all soapy and wet earlier this week bombarded me, and now here I was with an erection and my hand down my damn briefs.

      I closed my eyes and thought about the way Marcus’s lips had reclaimed mine and just how badly I’d wanted to lose myself in him. But I was more than aware of what could happen if I moved too fast here.

      I wanted to open my heart to him. I wanted him to see it all. But that kind of vulnerability required a stability that Marcus hadn’t offered me yet, and until he did, I needed to tread carefully.

      At the sound of the water shutting off, I reminded myself that the fact he was even here was a step in the right direction. So I just needed to relax and not overthink this. Marcus had said he was willing to do whatever it took to make things right with us, and I was going to take him up on that.

      When the door to my bedroom opened and Marcus stepped inside, however, all thoughts of being careful and keeping my hands to myself flew straight out my bedroom window.

      With a towel slung over his shoulder and his damp hair slicked back from his handsome face, Marcus made a mouth-watering picture as he stepped inside and shut the door behind him.

      He’d pulled on a pair of black and white checkered lounge pants, and my eyes were immediately drawn to the drawstring where the waist of the pants sat low on his hips. He’d left his chest bare, and a couple of water droplets still clung to the fine hair as he tugged the towel off his shoulder.

      “I wasn’t sure where to hang this, since both the racks were full.”

      There was a question in there somewhere, I was sure of it. But I was still too busy drinking him in to process it and formulate a response.

      “Gabe?”

      “Yeah?”

      Marcus held up the towel and gestured to it. “Can I hang this up in here somewhere?”

      He could drop it on the damn floor for all I cared, as long as it got him in this bed as soon as humanly possible.

      “Yeah. The chair over there is fine.”

      “You have a nice room. It’s very homey.” Marcus spread the towel out along the back of the wooden chair and then stopped in front of my cello and glanced over his shoulder at me. He pointed to where the bow rested on my music stand. “May I?”

      I nodded and watched as Marcus brought it up to take a closer look. He studied the fine hair strung taut between both ends, then ran a finger down the long piece of wood that acted like the backbone to the bow.

      My cock hardened as I watched him with avid interest, and with the way it began to throb, it was as though he were touching me, not the damn instrument.

      “Can you please stop stroking that?”

      Marcus’s fingers immediately stilled. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to overstep.”

      “Oh, you’re not.” I slid a little further down the bed and reached under the sheets to massage myself. “It’s just you’re stroking the shaft of my bow, and now every time I pick it up, I’m going to have a difficult time not imagining your hands on it.”

      Marcus slowly replaced it on its stand. “Are you sure you want me to sleep in here tonight? I’m quite happy to take the couch or the floor, if that makes you more comfortable.”

      “Seriously?” I moved to my side and shoved the covers back, and if there’d been any doubt that I wanted him near, the outline of my erection should’ve cleared that up right away. “Don’t even think about it.”

      Seemingly satisfied with my answer, Marcus placed a knee on my mattress and climbed in beside me. As he pulled the covers over us, it took everything I had not to launch myself at him.

      “You smell good.”

      He turned his head on the pillow and smirked. “Of course you think that. It’s your soap.”

      “Mmm.” I leaned in and sniffed along his jaw line. “You’re right. You smell just like me.”

      Marcus let out a husky, rumbly sound that made goosebumps break out all over my skin, and then he reached for my waist and urged me closer. I scooted across the bed until only inches separated us and placed a hand on his warm chest.

      “So, is this all part of your lesson for me?”

      I frowned. “What’s that?”

      “Me, having to lie beside you all night while you wear next to nothing?”

      I traced a circle around the warm patch of skin under my hand and grinned. “It might be. But you only have yourself to blame for that.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Well, if I wasn’t busy teaching you a lesson right now, I’d be welcoming you back from your trip wearing absolutely nothing.”

      “Rest assured, I will never make this mistake again.”

      “No?”

      “Definitely not. Lesson learned.”

      Marcus brought his hand up to halt mine, and the lightness from seconds ago was suddenly replaced with intensity in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry about New York, Gabe. I should’ve told you that I was going.”

      My breath caught at the sudden shift in conversation, and all I could do was nod as my stupid eyes began to blur. Jesus, don’t cry. The last thing you want him to think is that you’re an emotional wreck.

      But when Marcus drew me into his arms and tucked me under his chin, I quickly nuzzled into him until I could pull myself together.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve had to think about anyone’s feelings but my own. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt you.”

      I knew that. Marcus hadn’t done any of this out of spite. He’d been thinking the way he’d been wired—business first—and while it hurt, it hadn’t been that much of a surprise.

      “Gabe?”

      I shifted back a fraction so I could look at him.

      “I really am sorry.”

      “I know.” It was there in his eyes, and I knew this was something he’d never do again. “But don’t think this gets you out of doing whatever I want this weekend.”

      “Of course not. A deal’s a deal. Whatever you want, it’s yours.”

      “Whatever I want?” I grinned, remembering a similar conversation in the back of his Escalade. So did he, judging by the glint in his eyes.

      “Yes. Unlike you, I’m quite happy to sacrifice my body if that’s the price I must pay.”

      A burst of laughter escaped me. “Duly noted.”

      He motioned for me to come closer, and once I was back in his arms, I rolled over to my side so my back was pressed up against his front. I nestled in until my body molded to his, my backside seated in his lap, his chest resting flush against my spine.

      I could feel his breathing, steady and strong, and just as I was about to fall asleep, it occurred to me that I’d never bothered to ask about what we were arguing over.

      “Hey? You never told me how it went.”

      “The interview?”

      “Yeah.” I glanced back. “Did it go well?”

      He shrugged and leaned down to brush his lips over mine. “I have no idea.”

      “What do you mean you have no idea?” Then I had a horrible thought. “You did go, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.” He chuckled. “I went. But I was so busy thinking about you, that I can’t remember a single thing about that interview today.”

      “You…you were thinking about me?”

      “Every single second I was away. And though you didn’t ask, I have to tell you, if I’ve learned anything in the past two days, it’s that you, Gabriel Romero, are most certainly a priority for me.”

      My heart soared as he pressed a kiss just under my ear, and for once in my life, I was speechless.

      “Now go to sleep. I need to rest up for whatever you have in mind for tomorrow. You’re dating an old man, remember?”

      I grinned into the pillow as Marcus pulled me in even closer, and wondered how it was that today had started out like a nightmare and yet ended like a dream.
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      THE RUSTLING OF sheets, followed by a warm leg maneuvering its way between mine, woke me from one of the best night’s sleep I’d ever had.

      Gabe was pressed up along my side with his cheek resting against my chest, and the soft sounds he made as he slept had a warm sensation swirling in my stomach—contentment.

      So this was what that felt like. It’d been a long time since I’d woken with nothing on my mind other than how wonderful the man in my arms felt. But that was all I could think about as I pressed my lips to the top of his head and pulled him in a little tighter to me.

      When I’d turned up here last night, I had no idea what to expect, but this certainly wasn’t it. From my limited past experience, an argument like the one we’d had generally led to my loss of interest, and his annoyance over my lack of caring. But that wasn’t the case here.

      The second I realized how much I’d hurt Gabe, the only thing on my mind was getting back here and making things right with him. The fact that he’d allowed me the chance to do so was a testament to the kind of man he was. A man I wanted to know better.

      I gently slipped my arm out from under his shoulders, pushed the covers back, and got to my feet. Then I cracked my neck from side to side and headed for the door. I figured I could get some coffee on and see if he had anything that would remotely pass for breakfast. But as I made my way into the kitchen, keys in the deadbolt made my feet come to a stop, and I remembered a little too late that Gabe had a roommate.

      I looked to his bedroom, and then back to the front door, and knew I wouldn’t clear the living room before Ryan stepped inside.

      Things were about to get awkward—fast.

      Ryan tossed his keys on the table, and as he shrugged out of his coat and glanced to the kitchen, he spotted me and froze. He looked like hell. His hair was a mess, his eyes were bloodshot, and as he blinked once and then twice, I could tell he was trying to decide if what he was seeing was real or a figment of his imagination. When I didn’t vanish into thin air, however, his eyes shifted to Gabe’s bedroom and then back to my half-naked self.

      “Good morning, Ryan.”

      Ryan’s mouth opened and shut, then opened and shut again as though he were trying to formulate an appropriate response. But when nothing came out, I took pity on him.

      “Did you have a good night?”

      “Uh…” He again looked to Gabe’s bedroom.

      “He’s in there if you’d like to go and wake him. I thought I’d let him sleep a little longer, since I’m the one who wore him out.”

      Ryan whipped his head back around so he was facing me, and his bleary eyes were as wide as saucers.

      “I meant I wore him out by keeping him busy this past week.” I smirked. “Shame on you.”

      “Shame on me?” Ryan said, finally finding his tongue. “What did you expect me to think? You’re standing naked in my kitchen.”

      “Technically, I’m half-naked.” I stepped out from behind the kitchen island, and Ryan’s eyes shifted to the pants sitting low on my hips.

      “Holy shit,” he muttered, and then shielded his eyes, making me laugh.

      “I was going to make some coffee. You look like you could do with some.” When he didn’t respond or look at me, I said, “Ryan?”

      “Huh? What?” Finally, he dropped his hand, his eyes back on my face.

      “Coffee? Would you like some?”

      He didn’t answer that. “What are you doing here?”

      I opened the pantry and spotted the can of ground coffee and filters I’d seen last night. “Gabe invited me.”

      “Invited you? But I thought your little payback deal with him ended Thursday?”

      “It did.” I placed everything on the counter and turned around to address Ryan further.

      He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Can you, like, go and put a shirt on or something? I can’t talk to you when you’re all”—he waved his hand around—“there in my face. It’s too much. It’s hard enough when you have clothes on.”

      My lips crooked as Ryan’s eyes popped open.

      “I didn’t mean hard as in hard. Oh my God, this is so horrible—”

      “Ryan?”

      “Yes, Mr. St. James?”

      “Stop talking. If it’ll make you feel better, I’ll go and put a shirt on.”

      “Yes. Yes, please go and do that. I’m too hungover for this.”

      I nodded and headed toward Gabe’s room, and just before I disappeared inside, Ryan said to himself, “Marcus St. James is naked in my kitchen. I’m so fired.”

      I chuckled as I closed the bedroom door. When I spotted Gabe lounging back against the pillows with the covers draped across his lap, my dick stood up at immediate attention.

      “Hey there. What’s so funny?” Gabe asked, running his eyes down my bare chest to the hard-on I had no hope of hiding.

      “Nothing in here, that’s for sure. But your roommate out there—”

      “Oh shit.” Gabe jackknifed up. “Ryan.”

      “Exactly. Let’s just say he’s a little shocked to find me here this morning.”

      “Yeah…uh, about that. I didn’t get a chance to tell him that we were, you know, whatever we are, before he mentioned you were in New York.”

      “Whatever we are?”

      Gabe got out of bed in those tiny briefs. “Yeah, I mean, are we seeing each other casually? Are we more? I don’t know. I know what I want, but what do you want?”

      I reached for his hand and pulled him to me. “You.”

      “As someone to share your bed with, or—”

      “Someone to share me with.”

      A wide smile crossed Gabe’s lips, and I stole a kiss from him, soft and sweet. He slid his hands up my chest to the back of my neck, and I wound my arms around his waist and drew him against me.

      Somehow, someway, this beautiful young man had managed to turn my entire world upside down in the span of a week, and I knew if I didn’t take a chance here, if I didn’t open myself up to what was possible instead of thinking about all the ways it seemed impossible, I might miss out on the best thing that ever happened to me.

      “As much as I’d like to continue this discussion, I think I should go and finish making the coffee I started. Or what began as an awkward conversation with Ryan will get even more so.”

      “Hmm, I don’t know.” Gabe reached down between us to flirt with the drawstring of my pants. “I think I’d rather continue this discussion, and you’re here to please me this weekend, remember?”

      I laughed but stilled his wandering hand. “Could you make that sound dirtier?”

      “Probably, if I put my mind to it.”

      “Gabe.” My head fell back against the door, and when Gabe’s lips found my throat, I groaned. “I’m more than happy to…please you. But not when one of my employees is sitting on the other side of a very thin door.”

      Gabe paused and then took a step back, his eyes leaving a sizzling path as they slid over me. “Fair enough, I’ll just go and tell Ryan he needs to sleep somewhere else this weekend. Starting now.”

      “You will not.”

      Gabe crossed his arms, and the fact he could look so indignant in nothing more but his necklace and a pair of briefs said a lot.

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      I didn’t have a single thought in my head other than how badly I wanted to pull that scrap of material off him—with my teeth.

      “Exactly. This is the only way. I was proving a point last night, but there’s no way I’m keeping my hands to myself the next time you’re in that bed with me.”

      “And what point was that, exactly?”

      “That I can resist you, if and when, you deserve it.” Gabe flashed a megawatt grin. “Remember that.”

      I reached out, grabbed his wrist, and placed my mouth by his ear. “I’m going to enjoy proving you wrong about that the next time I…please you.”

      Gabe’s breathing got a little heavier. “Okay, you definitely made that sound dirtier than I did.”

      I released him and then went to my suitcase to grab a shirt. I pulled it on and watched as Gabe moved around his bed, smoothing the sheets and tossing the pillows back in place.

      When he finally finished, he went to the dresser and pulled out a pair of shorts and a shirt. Then he stopped and glanced at me.

      “What?”

      He frowned and looked down at my suitcase. “I don’t suppose you have much in there other than a couple of suits, right?”

      “Right. And what I’m wearing now.”

      Gabe studied me and tapped his fingers on the chest of drawers. “Hmm. That’s gonna be a problem.”

      “A problem?”

      “You can’t wear that where we’re going tonight.”

      “Well, I wasn’t planning to wear this. I was just going to wear pants and a shirt.”

      “Yeah… Nope.”

      “Nope? As in, I can’t wear that? Should I be worried?”

      “Maybe. But that’s not going to help you. You already promised yourself to me for the weekend, so looks like we’ll be adding shopping to that list of activities.”

      I shrugged. “That’s fine. I have my wallet.”

      “Uh uh.” Gabe shook his head and shut his dresser drawer. “You dressed me the night we went to the symphony. So tonight, I get to dress you.”

      “You are not buying me clothes.”

      “I am, so deal with it. Now go and make me a coffee.”

      I arched an eyebrow, and Gabe chuckled, unrepentant to the end.

      “Please?”

      I gently ran my finger along the chain resting around his neck. “That’s better.”

      “Sorry, I got a little carried away with the promise of you doing things for me.”

      “Get dressed,” I said, and reached for the door. “You need to come and save your roommate from himself out there.”

      “I’ll be there in a second.”

      “You also need to tell him we’re dating.”

      Gabe froze with his shirt dangling from his fingers. “As in, dating dating?”

      Finally happy to have gotten the upper hand, I winked at him and then pulled open the door. “I’ll see you out there, Gabe.”
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      OKAY, HAD THAT just really happened? Did Marcus just say I needed to come and tell Ryan we were…dating?

      I mean, I already had us dating in my head, but that was the first time he’d ever said it out loud, and I hadn’t stopped smiling since. I pulled my shirt on and fixed my hair the best I could, and then I grabbed my phone and switched it on for the first time since yesterday.

      As it booted, I thought about what I had planned for us tonight, and thank God I’d realized we’d need to go and get Marcus some clothes. The location itself would already have him outside of that perfect little box of his, but if he turned up in a suit? I chuckled at the thought.

      But I wouldn’t do that to him. He trusted me enough to hand over the reins this weekend, and while we both knew this was more about fun now than anything else, I wouldn’t lead him astray. Even if the idea of having him at my command was completely intoxicating.

      I slipped my phone into my pocket, and when I stepped into the living room, I saw Marcus in the kitchen by the coffee maker, and Ryan staring at him from the opposite side of the room.

      As my door shut behind me, both men turned in my direction, Marcus with a smile and Ryan with an expression caught somewhere between confusion and horror.

      Poor guy. I really should’ve given him some warning.

      “Hey, guys.” I tried for my best nothing awkward here smile as I headed for the barstools. “How’s everything going out here?”

      Marcus arched a brow and then glanced at Ryan, whose stare was boring a hole in the side of my head.

      “We’re doing fine,” Marcus said, the coffee machine gurgling away behind him. “I was just asking Ryan how he likes his coffee.”

      “Good,” I said, and finally looked at my friend.

      “Yeah, it’s just great,” said Ryan, who was doing his level best to glare me to death. “My boss’s boss is making me a coffee. But at least he’s doing it with a shirt on now.”

      Okay, so I could see how that might’ve been awkward. But it wasn’t like seeing Marcus naked was a hardship. He was sexy as hell.

      “Next time I’ll make sure he gets dressed before he leaves my bed. Would that make it better?”

      “No.” Ryan pushed off the counter and came over to me. Then he said in a lowered voice, “And what do you mean, next time?”

      “Oh, right. We’re, um, dating.”

      Ryan’s jaw hit the floor, and when it was clear that he had nothing to say to that, I decided to just plow on ahead. Why not, right?

      “We’d already talked about it before Marcus went to New York, but we made it official today. Like, five minutes ago.”

      Ryan’s eyes shifted between the two of us, and then he scrubbed at his face. “So, um, here’s the thing. I got really drunk last night, and I can’t tell if this is real or I’m somewhere sleeping this off and I’ve entered the Twilight Zone.”

      Marcus raised a brow, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “No Twilight Zone, Ry, I promise. We just wanted to let you know because Marcus will be staying the weekend.”

      “Like, the entire weekend? Here?”

      Marcus chimed in: “Only if it’s okay with you.”

      I glared in his direction, because he was staying no matter what. But Marcus was focused on Ryan.

      “Uh, not gonna lie, this is a lot. Maybe I’ll just go stay at a friend’s house until Monday.”

      I looked at Marcus. “See, I told you he’d do that.”

      Ryan shook his head, misreading my gloating as something more negative.

      “It’s not that I have anything against you,” he told Marcus. “But it’s weird enough that you’re here in my place. The last thing I need is to see you walking around half-naked so I end up picturing that at work.”

      Marcus was quick to agree, and so was I. They both looked my way, and I shrugged. “What? You’re mine to picture naked.”

      The coffee pot started to beep, and Ryan winced. Marcus quickly switched it off and turned back to face us.

      “How do you take yours, Ryan?”

      “I think I’m gonna pass. I just want to go and crawl into bed.”

      As he went to walk by me and head to his room, I stopped him in his tracks. “Thank you,” I mouthed.

      He leaned in to hug me and said by my ear, “Be careful with him. That’s all I’m gonna say.”

      I nodded before he threw a halfhearted wave in Marcus’s direction, and once he’d disappeared inside his room, Marcus strolled over to the kitchen island.

      “Let me guess, he warned you off me.”

      “He’s hungover. His brain is scrambled.”

      “He’s smart and cares about you.”

      “That’s true too. But I’m a big boy and can look after myself.”

      Marcus stared at me for a second, and I couldn’t quite decipher what he was thinking. “That you can. Now, about that coffee you requested. Would you like it now?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Marcus took out a couple of mugs as though he’d been here a hundred times before, then he grabbed the milk and sugar. Once he was done making mine, he poured some of the hot brew into a mug for himself, headed back to the island, and sat down beside me.

      “Thank you.” I took a sip of the coffee and hummed as the caffeine made a beeline for my veins.

      “Is that how you like it?”

      I turned to see him watching me, his own mug untouched. “It’s perfect.” I took another sip, and when my phone vibrated in my pocket, I pulled it out and was shocked at all of the notifications that had appeared on my screen since I turned it back on.

      All of which came from—

      “The Almighty?”

      Oh shit. I quickly turned my phone over and aimed my most winning smile in Marcus’s direction.

      “Gabe? Do you have me saved in your phone as the Almighty?”

      “Uh, maybe?”

      Marcus held his hand out and gestured to my phone. I gingerly placed it in his palm and watched with alarm as he looked at all of the texts and voicemails he’d left yesterday.

      “This is me.”

      He pinned me with a look that screamed explain, and it was all I could do not to burst out laughing.

      “In my defense, I saved that in there the night we struck our little deal. You know, when you were being all…”

      “Yes?”

      “High-handed? I remembered Ryan calling you that the night of the work party, aaand it just kind of stuck.”

      “Wait. Ryan calls me that too?”

      Was that a secret? Whoops. “I’m pretty sure half your newsroom calls you that. You should take it as a compliment.”

      “I’m pretty sure they don’t mean it that way.”

      “Well, I do. You’re all mighty and powerful—that’s something everyone aspires to.”

      “Powerful?”

      “Mhmm.” I ran my hand over his bicep and added, “Sexy, too.”

      “Okay, you can stop trying to weasel your way out of this. I suppose you could’ve called me worse things.”

      “Like?”

      Marcus shook his head. “I’m not giving you any ideas.”

      I grinned and looked back to the notifications all over my screen. “You really wanted to talk to me yesterday, huh?”

      “You could say that.”

      I flicked through the messages, all variations of call me back and did you hang up on me? Assuming the voicemails were more of the same, I put my phone down and turned to face Marcus.

      I sat there for a second, studying his handsome profile, and when he finally turned to look at me, I leaned in and pressed a kiss to his lips.

      “What was that for?”

      “Wanting to talk to me.”

      He eyed me closely and then gently touched my chin. “I can’t remember what my days were like without talking to you, and I don’t want to.”

      My stomach flipped at the blunt honesty. “I’m sorry I hung up on you.”

      “That’s okay. I deserved it.”

      I thought about that for a second and nodded. “You did. But it brought you here.”

      “That it did.”

      “To do whatever I want with.”

      Marcus groaned, and I slipped off the stool and took our empty cups to the sink. Once I was done rinsing them, I turned back to see he was walking my way. In lounge pants, all relaxed and sleep-sexy, my boyfriend—yeah, my boyfriend—was smokin’ hot, and I couldn’t wait to see how he looked after I got done dressing him for tonight.

      “Okay, we need to go shopping, because a suit won’t cut it.”

      “You seem a little too excited about all of this.”

      I licked my lips as I gave him a final once-over and headed to my room. “Of course I’m excited. I get to pick the clothes I’m going to take off you later. What’s more exciting than that?”
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      LATER THAT NIGHT, I found myself standing on a curb in Lake View, staring up at a sign that read The Flying Hatchet Bar, and I could honestly say I was confused.

      All day Gabe had been hinting at getting me outside of my box and showing me how to have fun his way, and as I stared up at the logo of an axe with wings, I was seriously starting to question his sanity—and mine.

      Yes, I’d agreed to do whatever it was he wanted this weekend, including letting him dress me up like some life-sized doll, and when the final outcome to that hadn’t turned out horrendous, I’d had high hopes for the rest of the evening.

      Hopes that had just been squashed under the realization that Gabe had just brought me to some kind of sports bar—and a popular one at that, judging by the line of people waiting to get inside.

      I looked over to my date for the night and wondered for the millionth time, Why didn’t I drag him back to bed when I had the chance? He looked sexy as sin in boots and dark jeans that were ripped in strategic places to show off glimpses of his legs, and he’d paired them with a burgundy button-up that he’d left open midway.

      That was a habit I very much approved of, because not only did it show off his delicious body, it also allowed me to see that necklace. The one that my hands itched to touch whenever I caught a glimpse of it.

      He was bouncing on his toes with a look of excitement in his eyes, and I had to admit, I was not at all sharing his exuberance at this particular moment.

      “The Flying Hatchet Bar? This is where we’re going?”

      Gabe nodded eagerly, then looked to my booted feet. “Aren’t you glad that I talked you into those steel-toed boots now? Don’t want to drop one of those on your foot.”

      “One of what?”

      “A hatchet. Or, you know, an axe.”

      I looked back to the sign and narrowed my eyes. People didn’t actually throw axes in there, did they? I’d figured this place was a spot to watch football or baseball or even flying axes. Gabe had said nothing about participating. He’d said we were going to dinner and drinks, not some lumberjack sporting event.

      I was about to ask him what exactly we were doing here when the doors opened and the line of waiting customers began to move.

      “Come on.” Gabe took my hand. “Let’s go.”

      As we followed the rest of the crowd inside, the smell of beer and fried food hit my nose. There was music playing in the front entrance, and when we got to what looked like a sign-in desk or hostess stand, a burly guy in a flannel shirt stopped in front of us.

      “Welcome to The Flying Hatchet. Are you a walk-in tonight, or do you have a reservation?”

      “We have a reservation,” Gabe said as he fished his wallet out of his pocket. “It’s under Romero.”

      He had to be kidding. But as Gabe got everything squared away, I looked around the lobby and saw different kinds of axes on the wall, along with branded t-shirts and photos of celebrities posing with real, honest-to-God axes, and realized that he was dead serious—along with being certifiable.

      Axes and alcohol? Was I the only one who thought this sounded like an accident waiting to happen?

      “Marcus?”

      I turned to see Gabe waiting for me, and the grin on his face told me he knew exactly what I was thinking.

      “I need you to come and sign this.”

      “What is it?” I walked over to where he stood at the desk with a tablet in hand.

      “Oh, it’s just a small waiver about safety and responsibility. You know, the usual kind of thing.”

      “The usual kind of thing? I don’t generally have to sign a waiver to get into a bar, Gabe.”

      Gabe sidled up next to me. “You do for this one. Come on, what’s the worst thing that could happen?”

      “You’re seriously asking me that? This waiver lists several of those very things.”

      “There’s nothing to worry about. They have a coach who teaches us how to throw, then he monitors the lane.”

      “Monit—” I paused, trying to collect my thoughts. “Why would he need to monitor us?”

      “Stop worrying. I’ve done this hundreds of times. It’s thirty dollars a head for some cheap thrills.”

      “Yes, but the question is whose head. I kind of like mine attached to my body.”

      When Gabe smirked, I sighed, resigned to my fate, and skimmed over the extensive waiver, before scrawling my name across the bottom.

      “See, that wasn’t so hard. Now let’s go—they have our table and lanes set up.”

      “Lanes? Like bowling?”

      “Kind of. But instead of hurling a fifteen-pound ball down an alley—”

      “People are wielding weapons with blades that could potentially cut off body parts? You do know this is insane, right?”

      “It might be. But this is what I want to do tonight, and you said you would—”

      “Do whatever you want. Don’t remind me. I didn’t realize I had to specify that the things I was willing to do didn’t include things that could kill me.”

      Gabe snorted. “You’re so dramatic. But no need to worry; I’ll keep you safe. Just remember not to let your axe go until you’re ready to throw it.”

      I opened my mouth to respond but didn’t get a chance before Gabe walked through the open doorway and inside the building. As I followed close behind, the first thing I noticed was that one side of the place was low-lit and full of tables, booths, and a bar that ran along the back of the facility, while the other side of the place was lit up like the Fourth of July. That was where the lanes were.

      There was a wire mesh fence between the two sections, and when Gabe stopped at a gate that separated them, I noticed a sign that read LANE RULES, and below that was a list that made my original thought that this was insane take root and grow tenfold.

      
        
        The list read:

        1 - Don’t be an axe hole.

        2 - Only one thrower in one lane at all times.

        3 - Keep 5’ distance from throwers beside you & patrons behind you.

        4 - Report any broken axes.

        5 - Report any injuries or severed appendages immediately.

      

      

      Severed appendages? I was about to inform Gabe that, deal or no deal, I was leaving, when a guy in jeans and a shirt that had the bar’s logo on it appeared at the gate.

      “You got a reservation?”

      Gabe nodded and handed over a slip of paper that the guy attached to his clipboard. Then he gave a nod and reached for the latch on the gate, and I felt a great sense of disappointment that he hadn’t turned us away.

      “Okay, you guys are in lanes twelve and thirteen.”

      “Wonderful,” I said as he started off down the lanes. “Why not add an unlucky number to this outing? Couldn’t make it any worse, right?”

      Gabe glanced back at me and rolled his eyes. “You know, this might be the first time I’ve ever seen you less than confident about something.”

      “Excuse me if I’m not up to speed on a medieval sport that seems to have taken over the American college scene.”

      Gabe laughed as we came to a stop at a high table and two chairs. “I’m not part of the college scene.”

      “Anymore.” I looked to the lanes on either side of us. “I’m the oldest person in here for as far as the eye can see.”

      Gabe ran a hand up my chest. “The sexiest too, and I bet you’re going to look real hot holding an axe.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I’m starting to really question your sanity.”

      A smile slowly stretched across Gabe’s lips. “Question it all you want, but do it over there. He’s our coach for the night, and he’s going to teach you to throw one of these things.”

      I looked past Gabe’s shoulder to where the man who’d led us down here stood. He now held two axes. This was like a nightmare, one where you paid to become the star of Lizzie Borden’s horror show.

      “Aren’t you going to come and learn too?”

      “Oh, no, I don’t need a lesson. I’ve been here before. I’m going to go order us some food and drinks.”

      Gabe went to step around me, but I took hold of his arm. “Just know that if I survive this, I’m going to make you pay for it.”

      Gabe gave me a quick once-over and winked. “Can’t wait.”

      Jesus, how my cock could get excited under these circumstances was beyond me, but there was no mistaking the ache between my thighs as I watched Gabe walk away.

      I took in a deep breath and quickly shoved that thought aside before I headed over to my “coach.”

      “Hi,” I said, and looked down the lane to where a large target hung on the wall.

      There were three rings painted on the rectangular wooden board. The outer ring was blue, the second black, and the third—which I was going to call the kill zone—was blood red. Appropriate, if you asked me.

      “Hey, I’m Johnny. So, have you been here before?” When I turned back to Johnny, he smiled. “I’m gonna guess no.”

      “What gave me away?”

      “The look of complete bafflement and abject horror.”

      I laughed. He was funny. He was also right. “And here I thought I was hiding my feelings.”

      “I can assure you, you’re not the first to feel the way you’re feeling. When most people think of a night out for dinner, they don’t really picture throwing an axe across the room.”

      Unless, apparently, you were Gabe.

      “But don’t stress—even after I’ve shown you what to do, I won’t be far.”

      While that did put me somewhat at ease, I still couldn’t get out of my head that one of their rules was to report any severed appendages.

      “Okay, so let’s start. The first thing you need to know is that these axes are designed specifically for throwing. They’re lighter, thinner, and—”

      “Blunt?”

      Johnny laughed. “They are not blunt.” He looked at my boots. “So it’s good you wore those.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      “Smart. Now, this is where you throw from. This line here.”

      We stepped up to the spot, and while it was a decent distance from the board, it wasn’t as far as I’d expected.

      “Do you think you’d rather throw with one hand or two?”

      I looked around at the other…throwers? And it seemed that the preferred method was two hands. “Two, I think.”

      “Very good.” He handed over one of the axes. I stared at the unfamiliar object and shook my head. “Are you left- or right-handed?

      “Right.”

      “Okay. So what you’re going to do is wrap your right hand around the base of the handle like this. I like to leave my thumb up the length of the wood as a way to keep both hands in line. Kind of like golf.”

      Another activity I avoided. But in the spirit of trying to be a good sport, I mirrored what he was doing, and when he wrapped his left hand directly above the right, I did the same.

      “That’s it. Perfect.” He moved into position with his toes touching the line. “Now you’re going to lift the axe back over your head, and when you’re ready, line up the target, bring your hands forward, and release.”

      He did just that, and the axe rotated through the air and stuck into the wood in the center of the red circle. There was no way in hell I was going to be able to do that.

      Johnny jogged to the end of the lane and yanked the axe from the wood. “Okay, now it’s your turn.”

      I let out a sigh and eyed the target, then I lined my feet up. Once I had a tight grip on the handle, I drew it up over my head and thought about how ridiculous I must look. I took in a deep breath and launched it toward the end of the lane.

      I watched on in silent horror as the axe spun and spun and then whacked into the wood, and fell to the ground in all its clanging glory. I was terrible at this, and all I could hope for was that whatever drink Gabe was getting me was strong.

      “Don’t worry,” Johnny said as he moved down the lane to retrieve my weapon of doom. “A couple more tries and you’re gonna be a pro.”

      Somehow, I seriously doubted it.
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      I ALMOST FELT bad leaving Marcus back there with the coach, but I thought he might feel less self-conscious about trying something new if I wasn’t there. It also gave me a chance to get the next part of the night underway, and that was where I loosened Marcus up.

      When I’d come up with this idea as a date, it immediately struck me as not only something Marcus would never do, but also something that might be freeing for him in a way.

      He was such a workaholic—he was the first to admit that—and I understood the drive. When it came to my music, I was a stickler at keeping to a strict schedule. It was the only way to keep up my skill and reach the level of success I strived to one day achieve.

      But this place was where I came with Ryan and my friends to blow off some steam, especially after exams or a particularly stressful audition. They took group bookings, they offered different drink specials each week, and you got to throw a freaking axe at a wall. What more could you want?

      It was a great source of stress relief, and I was hoping it would be the same for Marcus. You know, once he got past the fact that I wanted him to hurl a sharp object through the air for fun.

      I glanced down the lanes as I waited for them to call out my number for our cheeseburgers and fries, but the bar area was too far away to spy on him practicing his throws. So much for seeing what kind of competition I was up against.

      “Number twenty-five?”

      That was me. I headed up to the bar to see a tray with two baskets holding the food and a pitcher of water on the side. Beside those were two plastic cups and my number.

      “Hey there, I’m twenty-five.”

      “Great,” the bartender said as she pushed the tray over to me. “Here’s your food, and your drinks will be out in a few.”

      “Thanks.” I picked up the tray, and she flashed me a friendly smile.

      “You’re welcome. Have a great night.”

      That was the plan.

      As I got closer to the lanes, it wasn’t difficult to see Marcus. His height made him stand out among most, but add in the outfit I’d picked for him tonight and he was easy to spot. In a pair of fitted jeans and a black cable knit that molded to his broad shoulders, his blond hair and that strong jaw made me think of a Viking as he stood there holding his axe—a Viking I’d love to be held captive by.

      I reached our lanes just in time to see him throw it, and I had to say, I was impressed. It whizzed through the air beautifully, but there was too much spin on it, and when the blunt side of the hatchet hit the wood, it fell to the floor.

      Marcus glanced over his shoulder, obviously trying to see who had witnessed the throw. Not wanting to put him off his game, I looked away, pretending deep concentration on getting the tray on the table without spilling the water.

      “You’re doing great so far,” I heard the coach say. “Three out of five is a fantastic start. That’s actually better than most. I’m going to leave you to it now, but if you need me, just yell out.”

      Marcus huffed but thanked the guy, then the coach headed off behind the mesh fence to monitor our lane from a distance.

      I’d taken a seat at the table between our lanes, and when Marcus stopped beside me, he looked at the tray and frowned. “Water? I thought you were going to get food and drinks.”

      I glanced at the pitcher and then back to him. “Hey, water’s good for you.”

      “Water is not going to make my time here go by any faster.”

      I chuckled, because little did he know that drinks were on their way.

      “Aww, come on. Don’t be like that. Sit down, eat, tell me how your lesson went.”

      Marcus took the seat beside mine and reached for one of the baskets. “Let’s just say that if you’re counting on me trying to protect you by throwing an axe at someone, you’d be better off running.”

      I laughed, picked up a French fry, dunked it in the ketchup, and took a bite. “Well, hopefully I’ll never find myself in that situation. But duly noted, if I do.”

      “Just giving you fair warning.”

      “Which I appreciate. But I think you’re going to surprise yourself. The more you throw, the better you get.”

      Marcus gave me a doubtful look as he took a bite out of his burger.

      “I’m serious. And it’s a great way to relieve any stress you’ve had recently.”

      “So, what you’re really trying to say is that you brought me down here so you could picture my head on a wall and throw an axe at it?”

      I swallowed a mouthful of burger and laughed. “No, but now that you mention it, that would’ve been a great idea yesterday morning.”

      “Uh huh. This definitely feels like payback. Are you sure you’re not going to throw that at me when I’m not looking?”

      “I’m sure. I just wanted to show you something that I like to do for fun.”

      Marcus was about to reply when a young guy with a tray full of shots walked up to our table. “Number twenty-five?”

      “That’s us,” I said, and eyed Marcus as he frowned at the waiter placing the tray in between us. Once he was gone, I gestured to the drinks and grinned. “Now this…this is your payback.”

      Marcus looked at the ten shot glasses I was lining up neatly along the table. “What is that?”

      I waggled my brows. “Jäger. Or more specifically, Jäger shots. They’re half price tonight.”

      Marcus glanced at me. “So you decided to buy a whole bottle?”

      I busted out a laugh at his consternation. “No, just enough to play a game.”

      After another bite of his burger, Marcus took a sip of water and then reached for one of the shot glasses. He brought it up to his nose, sniffed, and then grimaced.

      “You should see your face right now.” He looked disgusted. Not that that was surprising. Marcus was more a fine wine and spirits kind of guy. Not cheap shots on a Saturday night.

      “If I was concerned for my safety before, now I’m terrified.”

      “Why? At least I gave you food to soak it up.” My lips twitched. “Well, at least the first shot.”

      Marcus looked like he wanted to climb across the table and either strangle me or kiss the hell out of me. I knew which option I wanted. In fact, that sounded like a damn good idea.

      I slid down from my stool and walked over to him, and when he saw me coming, he widened his legs and let me get up close and personal.

      “Come on, don’t you want to play with me?” I smoothed my palms up his thighs and was more than a little pleased when Marcus shifted on the stool. “You promised. Whatever I want, remember?”

      His eyes darkened as they lowered to my lips. “I remember.”

      “Good.” I gave him a devious smile and then leaned in by his ear. “You miss the throw, you drink. You stick the shot, you don’t.”

      Marcus scoffed. “How is that fair? You’ve done this before.”

      “Exactly, it’s not.”

      Marcus shook his head as I stepped away and went to pick up my axe.

      “I’ll go first, if that helps.”

      “It doesn’t, but since I don’t love the alternative…”

      I chuckled and moved up to the line. I eyed the target ahead, drew the axe back with my right hand, and then launched it through the air in a smooth sailing motion so it hit between the blue and black rings with a satisfying crack.

      I wasn’t one to boast but—oh hell, who was I kidding? “Nailed it!”

      I punched the air, and when I whirled around, Marcus narrowed his eyes. “This is going to be ugly, isn’t it?”

      I grabbed my axe out of the target and gave him a thorough once-over as I headed back to the table. “Nothing ugly about what I’m looking at.”

      “Are you seriously trying to flirt with me after devising this ridiculous game?”

      I placed my hand on his chest and angled my face up toward him. “Yes.”

      Marcus lowered his head until our lips almost touched. “Add this to the list of things I’m going to pay you back for.”

      “If you can still stand by the end of the night.” I slipped away from him and over to the table where all ten shots still remained, and watched as Marcus took his place.

      He lined his feet up and then took a moment to get his hand position just right, and when he brought the axe back over his head and his sweater inched up a fraction, my cock hardened.

      I bit one of my fries for something to do rather than touch myself. When Marcus threw the axe and it whirled through the air, I was positive he had it until—thunk, clang, it hit the wood then the ground. He turned around to glare at me.

      Not intimidated in the least, I picked up one of the shot glasses and walked over to him. “Zero-one. Down the hatch, Mr. St. James.”

      Marcus took the shot glass and, with his eyes locked on mine, downed the Jäger in one quick gulp.

      When he winced, I snorted. “Mmm, yummy.”

      “Keep it up, Gabe…”

      “Trust me, I have no problem with that right now. I’m just hoping you won’t later.” I laughed as I walked by him to move into position. Then I eyed the target with deep concentration and hurled the axe at the center of the target.

      Just like my first throw, it soared smoothly through the air. But unlike my first throw, it hit the wood, and then the floor.

      I cursed and turned around to see Marcus watching me, his arms crossed and a smug expression on his face. Then he reached for one of the shot glasses and held it out in front of him.

      “You know, suddenly this game isn’t looking so bad.”

      “Yeah, yeah, just give me the shot.”

      He chuckled as he handed it over, and I quickly swallowed it, the licorice flavor strong as it burned a path down my throat. “I believe it’s your turn.”

      “I believe it is.”

      Marcus headed toward his lane with a little more confidence in his step this time, but we’d see how long that lasted. There were eight remaining shots, and it seemed that tonight was anyone’s game.
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      I WAS DRUNK, not a little bit drunk, but drunk drunk, as I climbed into the back seat of the Uber that had just pulled up.

      My head was buzzing, my body felt loose, and when Gabe opened the other passenger door and fell inside the car, a burst of laughter left him as he looked to the driver and managed, “Sorry.”

      “No problem,” the guy said eyeing us in the rearview mirror, and as he drove us to Gabe’s apartment, I did my level best to appear coherent.

      Somewhere between my first shot of Jäger and the moment my axe was confiscated, I realized just how long it had been since I was this wasted. But as I looked at Gabe and saw a golden light glowing around his head, I realized I was drunk, because that gorgeous man was no angel.

      Three throws into the little drinking game that Gabe had come up with, I’d known I was in trouble. I missed my first three throws, he missed one, and if anyone had asked me how many I missed after that, I couldn’t have told them.

      All I knew was that by the end of the night, Gabe had downed the final shots in an act of mercy, telling me there was no way he was wasting them. That was fine by me, because if I’d had any more, I probably would’ve have ended up on my ass.

      Again, who thought alcohol and axes were a smart idea? Definitely not me. But alcohol and a very sexy Gabe? That was a fantastic idea.

      The lobby of his building was empty when we arrived. We stepped inside the elevator, and I moved in behind him, wrapped my arms around his waist, and kissed my way up the back of his neck.

      Gabe laughed and wriggled his ass back into me. “Oh, so you’re a handsy drunk.”

      “I dunno. You tell me.” I flattened my palm over his stomach and smoothed it over the zipper of his jeans.

      Gabe’s breathing came a little faster, and he nodded. “Yeah, definitely handsy.”

      “And whose fault’s that?”

      “That you’re drunk or that you’re handsy?”

      I chuckled and curled my fingers around the stiff cock I could feel behind the denim. “Both.”

      “Mine,” he admitted without an ounce of contrition as he thrust his hips forward. “That’d be mine.”

      “Mhmm.” I squeezed and tugged on him through his jeans. “Remember that when I’m driving you fucking crazy tonight.”

      “Oh shit.” Gabe’s head fell back against my shoulder as I flicked open the button of his jeans and drew the zipper down, and just as I was about to slip my hand inside, the elevator reached our floor and the doors slid open.

      Gabe stepped into the hall, then he turned and gave me a sizzling look that made me reach for my dick.

      Fuck me, he was hot with his jeans undone, that shirt open to mid-chest, and his sex-tousled hair. I couldn’t wait to get him under me—or over me; I wasn’t picky, as long as he was naked and I was inside him.

      “You coming?” He walked backward down the hall, and the move triggered some kind of animal instinct in me. I began to stalk him.

      “Not yet. But I plan to, real soon.”

      Gabe licked his lips and shoved a hand inside his jeans, and it was all I could do not to trip and fall. I focused on putting one foot in front of the other.

      “Where?” he asked, and with the alcohol swirling around my head, I lost track of the conversation for a second.

      “Where what?”

      He came to a stop outside his apartment. “Where are you planning to come?”

      With his back to the door, it was easy to cage him in. I whispered against his lips, “All over you.”

      A sinful smile slowly curved Gabe’s lips as he removed his hand from his jeans and pulled me to him, then he nipped at my lower lip. “Gonna make a mess of me, huh?”

      Fuck yes, I was. But keeping to the theme of the night, I said, “As long as that pleases you.”

      “Oh, that’d please me a whole fucking lot.” Gabe chuckled, and the sound was like a firm hand stroking my already excited dick. When he began to bite his way up my jaw, I grabbed his ass and pulled his hips in tight against mine.

      Gabe wound a leg up around my outer thigh, and as he began to grind his hard-on against mine, it took everything I had not to come all over him right here in his hallway.

      He was like a live flame in my arms as heat licked all over my skin, and between him and the alcohol, I was burning up.

      “Open the door, Gabe.”

      His head fell back against the wood, and when his eyes opened, they were as dark as I’d ever seen them. Seemed I wasn’t the only one on fire.

      “Gabe…”

      He swallowed and lowered his gaze to my lips. But there was no way I was kissing him until we were inside, because once I got my mouth on his, I didn’t plan to stop.

      “If you don’t open the door in the next five seconds, your neighbors are going to see a whole lot more of you.”

      He pushed off the door and turned to unlock it. “I don’t care about them seeing me. But you.” He grabbed my sweater and tugged me inside. “You’re all mine.”

      I kicked the door shut and followed him straight to his room, and once we were behind his closed door, it was no holds barred. My lips were on his, my hands were on his ass, and as I walked him back to the bed, we both stumbled.

      Gabe laughed and reached for the hem of my sweater. I reluctantly let him go so I could pull it all the way free. I tossed it on the floor, uncaring of where it landed, then immediately drew him back into my arms—or at least I tried. Gabe had other ideas.

      “Damn, I love your body.” He ran his hands up and down my chest. “I want to feel it all over me. Inside me.” Then he bent his head and sank his teeth into my pec.

      The sharp sting made me reach for his hair. I jerked his head back. “Wanna play rough, huh?”

      “Maybe.”

      The heat in Gabe’s eyes was like liquid gold, as he bared his teeth at me in a wicked hot grin. I twisted my fingers in his hair for a better grip, fully intending to bring his taunting mouth to mine. But before I could take his lips and exact payment, Gabe shoved me back against his bedroom door and claimed mine instead.

      He crushed our mouths together in a rough-and-tumble kiss, then slid his hands down my body and flicked open my jeans. And when he got his hands inside and wrapped around my dick, he tore his mouth off mine and purred.

      My chest heaved as he gave me a nice, long stroke, then he looked down between us and angled my cock so it sprang free of its confines.

      “Oh yeah, I looove your body.”

      I grunted and thrust into his hand, then yanked him forward to nip at his lower lip. “Prove it.”

      Gabe’s eyes flared as I began to direct him to his knees, and on his way down, he stripped me of my jeans and briefs.

      My heart was thumping, my head spinning, and all of my blood went directly south. When Gabe finally settled on his knees in front of me, the sight almost made me come.

      The man was stunning; there were no two ways around it. With his golden skin and eyes that held me captive, I was mesmerized as I drew my fingers down his stubbled jaw and teased his lower lip until he opened for me.

      “Mmm,” I growled, and slipped my thumb inside. Gabe greedily sucked on it, and my cock got all kinds of excited. “I want to fill your mouth and watch you swallow me. Then I want to do the same thing with your tight, sexy body.”

      “Yesss.” Gabe nodded, his eyes falling to the thick erection bobbing in front of his face.

      He braced his hands on my thighs for balance as I circled the root of my shaft and directed it to his lips, then Gabe stuck his tongue out. Oh yeah, tonight was a whole new level of uninhibited—thank you, alcohol—as I slid the sticky head of my cock up the middle of his tongue.

      Gabe’s hooded eyes watched me from below, and when I finally slipped inside, he closed his full lips around me and sucked me all the way in.

      The pleasure was instant, the visual erotic as hell, but it wasn’t until he looked up at me that the need to conquer and possess took over. I couldn’t control it, and I didn’t want to. All I wanted was to make him mine.

      I flexed my fingers in his hair, pulled my hips back, and watched as my shaft slowly slid from his mouth. It was beautiful, hypnotic, and sent a rush through me like nothing ever before.

      “Gorgeous,” I muttered, as my hips began to move of their own accord. “You look so fucking gorgeous right now.”

      Gabe pressed a hand between his thighs as I picked up pace, and I trembled from the sight he made. He was getting off to this just as much as I was.

      He grunted and groaned every time I shoved forward, and the sound of his enjoyment ratcheted mine up one hundred times over. My dick was slick from his mouth and my pre-cum, and when it finally got to be too much, I pulled his lips off me and clamped a fist around the root of my dick.

      Gabe’s breathing was coming fast now as he stared up at me, and when I let him go, I shoved my jeans to my ankles.

      “Get on your feet,” I said, and kicked out of my boots. I took his chin in my hand and brushed my lips over his. “You said you wanted me inside you all night.”

      “Mhmm,” Gabe said, as he reached for my dick and gave it stroke.

      “And I have to give you exactly what you want.”

      “That was the arrangement.”

      “Then strip, Mr. Romero, ’cause you’re about to get just that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 11

          

          

      

    

    







            Gabe

          

        

      

    

    
      I COULDN’T REMEMBER a time where I’d ever felt this greedy before, but that wasn’t surprising. It was a miracle I even remembered my own name with Marcus standing in front of me naked and aroused.

      My head was buzzing, my body felt nice and loose, and as I been to unbutton my shirt, Marcus reached for his cock. My fingers faltered for a second as he gave himself a slow, hard pull.

      Shiiit. I’d had no idea what to expect from a drunk Marcus, but this? This was wow. It had started off fun and flirty, but the second I’d taken a bite out of that spectacular chest, it was like a switch had been flipped. Or more like permission had been given. There was an intensity now that was pouring off him in waves, and I was more than ready to drown in it.

      I shrugged out of my shirt and dropped it to the floor, and then kicked off my boots and jeans. When I was finally as naked as he was, Marcus began to work himself a little faster.

      “A masterpiece…” he said, his voice low. “That’s what you are.”

      I licked my swollen lips, missing the feel of him in my mouth, and then he swiped his thumb over the plump head of his dick and said, “Turn around for me.”

      I shivered but obeyed immediately, and once I was facing the bed, I heard Marcus move. The next thing I knew, I felt a finger drawing a path from the top of my spine, down between my shoulder blades, until finally he came to a stop at the curve of my ass.

      I sucked in a breath as warm lips kissed along my shoulder, and my room began to spin in response to the alcohol and arousal swirling through my veins.

      “Marcus…”

      He nipped and sucked his way up my neck, and as he did, he flirted his fingers across the curve of my bare cheeks. I swallowed back a groan as he flattened his hand on my hip, then he drew me back and rocked his erection up against my ass.

      “I can’t wait to get back inside you.” He flicked his tongue against my earlobe, and a shuddering breath left me as he reached around and took my erection in his hand. “I’ve missed being there.”

      I groaned as I leaned back into him, and when Marcus began to move his hand up and down, I rocked back against his stiff dick.

      My breathing was coming faster now as his hand worked me over. Then he scraped his teeth down my neck and bit into my shoulder blade, and I punched my hips forward through his fist.

      “Fuck,” I gasped, and turned my face toward his. Marcus raised his head, and I attacked. I slammed my mouth up against his and immediately thrust my tongue between his lips, and his growl was that of a wild animal.

      He flexed his fingers around me, making me shudder, as I reached up and grabbed the back of his head. Then I held him in place and kissed the living hell out of him. That’s when my legs started to tremble.

      My pre-cum was making the slide back and forth nice and easy now, as I tore my lips free and looked him in the eye.

      “In me,” I demanded, my chest rising and falling. “I want you in me.”

      “Condoms? Lube?”

      “Side drawer.”

      Marcus looked at the bed and then back to me. “Wait here.”

      “Wait? But—you don’t want me on the bed?”

      “No.”

      That was all I got before Marcus let me go. Not that I was complaining. He looked hot as fuck walking around my bed naked, that sexy body covered in nothing but fine golden hair.

      Once he got what he was looking for, he turned to eye me. Then he pulled back the covers, tossed the items onto the mattress, and propped two pillows up against the headboard. He got into my bed, stretched out on his back, and reached down to stroke himself.

      Holy shit, Marcus St. James was every fantasy I’d ever had, and he was lying naked and hard in my bed.

      “Now what?” I asked.

      “Now, you’re going to watch as I get myself ready for you.”

      Oh my God. Drunk Marcus was extra bossy, extra arrogant, extra fucking everything. He reached for the condom packet and tore it open, and I watched with eager anticipation as he slowly sheathed himself.

      “You want me inside you, and I want to watch you take me.” He reached for the lube and flicked open the cap. “Gabe? Get up here, now.”

      I climbed onto the mattress, my eyes locked on his. My cock was throbbing with the need to come. When I reached his side, Marcus let himself go and gestured to his lap.

      “Straddle me.”

      Hell yes. I wanted nothing more. I rested my hands on his chest and ground my hard dick over the top of his.

      “I’m gonna ride you so hard,” I promised, and Marcus grunted as I pressed a rough kiss to his tight lips.

      “Then hop on. I’m here to please you, remember, any way you like.”

      My balls tightened at the sinful promise, then I slid a little ways up his body to get his cock in position behind me. He grabbed the lube from beside him and poured some more in his hand, then reached around me to tease up and down my crack. But I was in no mood to wait around.

      I pushed back on his teasing digits, and Marcus smirked as he pressed his index finger to my hole. At the delicious pressure I sank down on him, sucking his finger inside.

      Marcus clenched his teeth as he slid it free, and when he did it again, I let out a soft groan.

      “I want another one,” I told him, as I shifted on the finger penetrating me, and when two, and then three, pushed inside and began the delicious task of stretching me, I shut my eyes and let out a groan.

      “Jesus, Gabe.”

      I opened my eyes to see Marcus looking up at me like he was under some kind of spell—my spell, and I was ready to keep on weaving.

      I bent down and sucked his lower lip. When he pulled his fingers free to grab my ass, I began to roll my hips over the top of his. He squeezed and spread my cheeks as I took his lips with mine, then I began to move over the top of him like a well-oiled—or lubed-up—machine.

      My arousal was making a hell of a mess out of him as the friction between our bodies intensified. Knowing I wouldn’t last much longer, I tore my lips free. I placed a hand by his head and reached behind me with the other, and then I positioned Marcus’s cock at my entrance. With my eyes on his, I moved up to my knees, then I slowly sank down onto him and let out a hiss of air.

      Marcus cursed and reached for my ass, and the second he was all the way inside, I began to move. I wrapped a hand around my cock and placed the other on his chest and began to circle my hips over his. Then Marcus thrust up off the bed.

      I called out his name, dug my nails into his skin, and jacked myself off as Marcus began to move under me. But when the rush of arousal and adrenaline became more and more intense, I let go of myself and fell forward.

      My necklace hit him in the cheek, but he didn’t seem to care. I placed a hand on either side of his head and used them as an anchor. He then spread my cheeks and slammed up into me, craned off the bed, and sank his teeth into my chest.

      Shit, oh shit. I’d thought that first night in the studio was the hottest fuck I’d ever had. But no, this was. The sting of his teeth made my ass clench around him, and then he dug his fingers into my hips and really let me have it.

      My hips moved at a frantic pace now, and every time he tunneled inside me, he hit right on my prostate, making my toes curl and my eyes roll. I gripped the pillow under his head and shoved back on him over and over, and when it finally all became too much, I sat up and grabbed my cock.

      Marcus’s chest rose and fell as he watched with hooded eyes. I rolled my hips and finally let myself go. I sank down on him until he was lodged in deep, then began to masturbate for him.

      I smoothed a hand up my chest to my neck as I furiously tugged at myself, and as my orgasm slammed into me, I watched with deep satisfaction as I came in a sticky, hot mess all over his golden-haired chest.

      A blissed-out sigh fell from my lips, but before I could bask in my contentment, Marcus reared up and rolled me to my back. I laughed in delight as he tumbled me onto my mattress. He pulled out of me and rolled the condom off, then planted a hand on either side of my head and wedged himself between my thighs.

      “Well, Mr. Romero, did I please you?”

      I smiled as I reached down to run my fingers across his sticky stomach. “That would be a definite yes.”

      “Good.” Marcus lowered his lips to my ear. “Because now it’s time I make good on my promise. It’s time to make a mess out of you.”

      I shivered, wanting nothing more than his scent all over me. I wanted him all over me, and once we were done this first time around, I wanted to wake up and do it all over again.

      Marcus took my lips in a blistering kiss and reached down to get himself off. I wound one of my legs up over his hip, and when he kissed me like I was the very air he needed to breathe, I began to writhe under him and go a little crazy.

      Marcus was everything I’d ever wanted, and when he tensed in my arms and came all over me in a blatant show of possession, I vowed to myself that I’d do everything in my power to make sure he felt the same.
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      “YOU KNOW, ONE of these days we’re going to have to try this the normal way.”

      I opened my eyes and shifted under Gabe, who was sprawled out naked over the top of me. At some point, in the early hours of the morning, we’d fallen asleep exhausted from the overuse of our bodies. But it was the kind of exhaustion you reveled in, knowing that the minute you had your energy back, you’d be looking forward to the next time you felt this exhausted.

      “What do you mean? I thought what we just did was pretty damn good.”

      Gabe raised his head. “Not the sex, Mr. St. James. Which, by the way wasn’t just good, it was fucking phenomenal. What I meant was staying at each other’s homes.”

      I frowned, my head still not quite up to my usual standards. The Jäger’s side effects were still swirling around in there, messing with my brain. “What do you mean?”

      “As in not blackmailing each other into staying the night.”

      “Wait a second, you think I blackmailed you into staying with me last week?”

      “Well, you know what I mean.” He shifted up my body a fraction to nip at my chin. “You pretended it was all so I could be on hand to do your bidding. But we both know you really wanted me close by so you could have your wicked way with me.”

      I chuckled and ran my hand along his smooth back. “Fair enough. I can’t deny that.”

      “Nor should you. Best blackmail I’ve ever had to pay off.”

      “And you’ve had to pay off a lot…?”

      He laughed, and the twinkle in his eyes was as cheeky and mischievous as the dimples in his cheeks. “I’ll never tell.”

      “Uh huh. Okay, so I blackmailed you under the guise of making you do as I please, and you?”

      “I blackmailed you because I could.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Gabe moved the extra inch needed to press a quick kiss to my lips. “I knew if I told you to leave you would’ve, but why would I do that when all I wanted was for you to stay? So the best way for you to make up your transgressions with me was to spend the weekend doing as I pleased. Hence blackmail.”

      That was actually…true. All of it. But still… “It’s worked out pretty well for us so far.”

      “Oh, I’m not complaining. Merely pointing out the fact that maybe we should try this like normal people do.”

      “Hmm, I don’t know.” I rolled us both over until Gabe was on his back and I was between his legs. “I’ve never strived for normal.”

      “You don’t say. But maybe next time we want the other person to stay, we could just call them up and ask.”

      “How about this: I’ll do whatever you want me to do, as long as I can spend time with you.”

      Gabe swallowed, and the laughter that had been bubbling out of him faded, until his eyes grew serious and he reached for my face. As he pulled me down and swept a kiss across my lips, I groaned and let him inside, where he took his sweet time tasting every bit of me.

      “Are you sure you’ve never done this before?”

      I raised my head, and the look on my face must’ve conveyed my confusion.

      “This whole relationship thing? Because you seem really good at it.”

      “Have you forgotten why I’m here at your place this weekend?”

      “You’re here because I want you here.”

      “I’m here because I hurt you, the person I’m in a relationship with. But to answer your question, I’ve had past acquaintances before. That’s where they ended, though. I’m ashamed to admit that none of them ever inspired me to work for more than that.”

      Gabe’s eyes roved over my face. “But I do?”

      “You’re inspiring a lot more than that.”

      A smug smile crossed Gabe’s lips, then he winked at me. “Damn right I am.”

      And that was one of the reasons why. There was something so appealing about someone who knew his worth, and Gabe knew exactly who he was, from the top of his gorgeous head down to his toes.

      “What about you?” I asked.

      “What about me?”

      “Have you had many serious relationships?”

      “Many?” Gabe snorted. “I’m twenty-two—how many guys do you think I’ve been through?”

      He had a point. One that reminded me I’d lived at least two decades longer than him.

      “Okay, smartass,” I said. Gabe grinned, and the expression was so playful that it was impossible not to return it. “Have you ever been in a serious relationship before?”

      “Once. For nearly two years.”

      That brought my playfulness to an end. I wasn’t stupid, and I’d known the minute I met Gabe that he’d likely broken hearts all over Chicago. But to hear that he’d been in a relationship—and a serious one at that—made my stomach twist around on itself.

      “Who was he?”

      Gabe shrugged. “Just a guy. It was years ago.”

      “Years ago? I hate to break this to you, but you were the one who just pointed out your age, so I highly doubt it was that many years ago.”

      “I was eighteen. That was years ago.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “When I was eighteen, that was ‘years ago.’ For you, it was four.”

      Gabe laughed. “Okay, you win.”

      “Yes. I do. So, who was he?” I asked again, and for some reason, I got the distinct impression he was nervous to tell me. What I couldn’t work out was why.

      “If I tell you this, you have to promise not to judge me.”

      “I promise.”

      Gabe let out a sigh. “My music professor at Northwestern.”

      Ah, that made sense. He’d been seeing someone he shouldn’t. That wasn’t all that shocking, considering Gabe’s attraction to older men.

      “In my defense—”

      “Did I make you feel like you needed one?”

      “Uh…” Gabe’s mouth opened and then shut as twin spots of color bloomed on his cheeks. “No, but most people have an opinion about it. You don’t think it’s weird?”

      “That you were dating your professor?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “I can see how there might’ve been a conflict of interest, but other than that, not really. You’re an old soul, Gabe. You have confidence that takes people years to gain, and a sense of self-worth I’ve never come across. Your wisdom is way beyond your years, so no, I’m not shocked in the least that you search for a partner who can appreciate that.”

      Gabe’s eyes sparkled as he reached for the back of my neck. “I’m not searching anymore.”

      “You better not be.”

      “Cross my heart.”

      “Good. So what happened with the professor?”

      Gabe wrapped his legs around the backs of my thighs and pulled me down so my face was only inches from his. “I realized he was too young for me.” I eyed him as though he’d gone mad, and Gabe laughed. “What? You asked.”

      “Do I even want to know his age?”

      “Probably not. Just know that you’re older than him, so that won’t be a problem here.”

      I frowned. “I’ve never felt so insulted and complimented all at the same time.”

      “What can I say, I like to keep you on your toes.”

      “You like to cause trouble.”

      Gabe arched up into me, and the feel of his body rubbing along mine was like heaven.

      “I think you might be right.”

      “I’m one hundred percent right.”

      “For me?” Gabe nodded. “Damn right you are.”

      “Flirt.” Unable to resist him any longer, I took his mouth in a kiss designed to excite, and as we fell into each other’s arms in the early-morning hours, Gabe showed me yet again all the ways the two of us were right for one another.
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      “THE RIG IS still spewing approximately three hundred thousand gallons of oil into the gulf every day, and Piton has no idea how quickly they can plug it up. It’s horrible. The damage it’s doing to the marine life and waters surrounding it is catastrophic, let alone the reach it’s having miles away. This is one of the worst disasters I’ve ever seen.”

      It was Wednesday morning, and Alexander Thorne, my number one anchor and journalist, had just gotten back from Texas late last night. The news he’d returned with was nothing good.

      It wasn’t all that unexpected, though. It’d only been a matter of time before one of those oil rigs fucked up and threatened everything around it. And not only had it caused irrevocable damage to the ocean, but the explosion that set all these events into play had claimed the lives of nine men.

      “What are your thoughts on it? Is Piton being upfront, or do you suspect there’s more to this than just an accident?”

      “I want to believe them. I find it abhorrent to think they’d knowingly put faulty equipment to use. But at the same time, I can’t believe the thing is still spewing all that oil into the gulf. How do they not have a ready-made plan or solution in place to stop such a catastrophe?”

      “Agreed. Keep me in the loop on any new developments. If anything nefarious comes to light, I want us to be first on it. More so, I want you on it. So be ready to get down there at any time. Got it?”

      Alexander nodded. “Got it.”

      “Good. Was there anything else?”

      “No, that’s it.” Alexander got to his feet, about to leave, but at the last second stopped. “I forgot to ask with everything going on. How’d New York go? Do I need to start working on Sean about moving cities?”

      I sat back in my seat and tossed my pen on the desk. “You’d up and move out of Chicago? Didn’t you two just buy a house?”

      “We did. But you can also sell a house.”

      “To follow me across the country? Sean might get the wrong idea.”

      “To work for you across the country. I know who the best of the best is. If you go, who knows who I’ll get stuck with and how that dynamic will be? It’s taken us a stalker and near-death to finally be able to stand one another’s company.”

      He wasn’t wrong about that. Before Alexander’s brush with death, I’d always kept everyone at work at a good distance. It just made everything easier. But when his life had been in danger and I had to watch him struggle with that firsthand, I’d come to respect and care about him not only as a work colleague, but as a friend.

      “I haven’t heard from them yet, and I honestly don’t know how I feel about New York.”

      “Because you’re seeing someone?”

      I arched an eyebrow, and Alexander flashed his famous smile my way. “Stop being a gossip or I’ll put you on the morning show.”

      Alexander laughed but turned to leave, and as he did, he called out, “A man over New York, huh? He must be something special,” before the door shut behind him.

      I looked at my cell on the desk, thought about the call I’d received in bed this morning, and couldn’t help but wish the wake-up call had been in person. Yes, Gabe was turning out to be something special. In fact, he was becoming so special that I found it difficult to think of anything other than him.

      There was a light tap on my office door, and Carmen poked her head inside. “Do you have a second?”

      “Of course, come in.”

      She stepped inside with my scheduler under her arm, and I pulled up my calendar, knowing that if she was in here, it was because she needed to do some rearranging.

      Carmen took a seat and opened up the black leather binder.

      “Mr. Kincaid would like to set up an appointment with you this week, but after moving everything around for New York, you’re booked solid. Should I just schedule it for next week instead?”

      Howard Kincaid was the EP for the late-evening news, and I had a feeling he was about to demand a raise. He never requested a face-to-face with me unless it involved money, but since he received one six months ago, Gloria had decided it was a pass for him this time around. Something he clearly wished to discuss further. It was understandable but essentially out of my hands.

      “No, no, I don’t want to make him wait. Let’s schedule him in as the very last appointment of the week. I don’t think it’ll run too long.”

      “You got it.”

      “Also, could you please schedule a call with Oliver Pritchard for next week? His PA, Sharon, is expecting your call.”

      “Of course.”

      “Very good. That’ll be all. Thank you, Carmen.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      As she slipped out of my office, I opened up my email to see that several had come in throughout my meeting with Alexander. One of which was from Giles Vanderhall. I’d wondered when I’d hear from him, and true to form, he hadn’t wasted any time. It hadn’t even been a week, and he was letting me know how he thought our little sit-down had gone.

      I was in. He liked me, the board liked me, and he wanted an answer within the next few weeks. He was being aggressive, pushing for what he wanted before I had the chance to look elsewhere. That was pretty standard when it came to this industry and wouldn’t usually bother me, but now I found myself irritated by it.

      I wouldn’t make a rush decision when it came to this. I still needed to talk to Oliver in L.A., and I certainly wasn’t going to make any decisions before I spoke with Gloria, so Giles could just wait. He was trying for the hard sell, but I wanted to see all my options before making a decision. This was my future, my life, and for the first time ever, there were other things I found myself taking into consideration—namely, Gabe.

      I’d be lying if I said this past weekend hadn’t changed my outlook on this upcoming negotiation. Before Gabe, I used to look at the usual things when contemplating a new position: the salary, the duration of the contract, and the challenges the new job would represent. But now, I found myself thinking about a whole new set of circumstances, all of which revolved around a certain beautiful cellist, and I wasn’t sure what to do with that just yet.

      If I sat and thought about it too long, the fact I was examining this so hard might start to worry me. I had no experience when it came to this kind of thing. I was the first to admit that. So was it normal to want to change your entire way of thinking because you were suddenly consumed by another? I felt like a teenager caught up in my first crush, and I kind of liked it.

      I got up and made my way over to the windows, and as I stared out at the lake, I thought about calling Abby. She was the expert in all things romance, and I knew she’d get a kick out of my confusion. But the one thing I wasn’t confused about was that, for the first time in my life, I was counting down the hours of each of my workdays. So much so that I found myself wishing them away until I could next see Gabe, and that spoke volumes.

      Here was a man I wanted to spend time with, a man I wanted to get to know, and no one was going to push me into making a life-changing decision until I knew exactly what it was I wanted—and for once, my job wasn’t the only factor.
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      GOD I WAS hungry. It was well past my lunchtime and going on two, and Logan, Mr. Madison, and Mr. Priestley had been stuck in a conference with a client since eleven.

      The meeting shouldn’t have lasted longer than an hour at the most, and I could only begin to imagine how impressed Logan was, since midway through it he’d come out to ask me to call and cancel a lunch date with Tate.

      Surely it had to end soon, though, right? I glanced at the clock on my computer and wondered if I should just order in. Maybe I could have a pizza delivered, or a sub. Mmm, a meatball sub. That sounds really good about now.

      I pulled up the menu of one of my favorite places, and just as I was about to call in an order, I spotted a man in a pair of fitted black and white striped pants, held up by a set of suspenders over a violet blouse, walking—no, more like strutting—down the hall with two massive thermal food bags in his hands.

      He was a tall, lean guy with a face full of striking angles, and as he drew closer to my desk, his eyes narrowed as they gave me a not-so-subtle once-over.

      “Well, you’re definitely not Sherry.”

      Something about his tone and attitude made me smile. He placed both bags down by his feet and examined me like one might a new species one had just encountered.

      “No, I’m not,” I said, and stood to greet him. “I’m Gabe, Mr. Mitchell’s new PA.”

      I glanced down at the bags again, noticed the word JULIEN stitched across one of them, and realized that this guy must be delivering lunch. Ah, so Logan must’ve been feeling my own pain after all, and decided to order in for everyone. But JULIEN’s? That was some fancy food right there.

      “His new PA?” The man scoffed and then laughed a little louder. “And does Tate know that someone as pretty as you sits out here all day and takes orders from his husband?”

      “Um—” Caught completely off guard by the fact that this delivery guy knew both Logan and Tate, I floundered around, trying to find my words.

      “What am I saying? Of course he doesn’t know. There’s no way he’d let someone with a face like yours be at Logan’s beck and call, day in and day out.”

      Okay, something wasn’t making sense here. But before I could question it further, the man walked around my desk and cocked his head to the side, studying me even closer.

      “How old are you?”

      “Excuse me?” Who the hell was this guy? My original assumption wasn’t gelling with the overly familiar comments he was making, and he also seemed surprisingly at home as he perched his ass on the corner of my desk and tapped his glossy lips, as though pondering his own question.

      “I’m going to say twenty-five.”

      “Twenty-two,” I said, and a giggle escaped him.

      “Oh yeah, Tate hates this setup for sure. I wonder why he hasn’t mentioned it to me?”

      Mentioned it to him? Why would he do that? “I’m sorry, but who are you?”

      He glanced over his shoulder to the glass-walled conference room, and when I did the same, I noticed that Mr. Priestley—the most stoic of the partners—was looking over at the two of us.

      The man on my desk gave a flirty wave in his direction, and when that usually serious mouth twitched, my jaw almost hit the floor. Huh, it wasn’t until that moment that I noticed Mr. Priestley and Marcus had very similar poker faces until someone they cared about came around.

      So that must mean this was—

      “I’m Robbie Thornton-Priestley, Priest’s husband.”

      His husband. Wow. I didn’t even know he was married, let alone to a man. Well, that was cool.

      “One of them, anyway,” Robbie said, casual as you please.

      “One of what, sorry?” I was having a hard time keeping up.

      “One of his husbands.” Robbie slipped off my desk, picked one of the bags up, and gestured to it. “Lunch was sent lovingly from our other one.”

      Completely confused now, I frowned as Robbie unzipped the bag, reached inside, and pulled out a plastic container of what looked like…soup?

      “There’s a seafood bisque with all this delicious thick cream and shellfish and wine and spices. Mmm. And then this one”—he pulled out a second container—“Soupe à l’… Shit, I can never say this right. Soupe à l’oignon—basically French onion soup. But Jules puts this piece of crispy baked bread on top and then melts Gruyère cheese over it, and lemme tell you, it is fucking divine, my friend. Fucking divine.”

      It sounded mouth-watering, but I still had no idea what the hell was going on. “This all sounds wonderful, but should I know why you’re here?”

      Robbie waved a hand through the air and shrugged. “Probably not. Knowing Logan, he’s nodded off in the back of that meeting somewhere and hasn’t bothered to tell you. But Priest, he texted me and said things were running through lunch, so Jules came to the rescue and sent you all over some soups and breads. And trust me, no one makes soups or bread like Jules.”

      “Oh, okay. Makes sense.” And either way, the food did smell amazing.

      “Hmm,” Robbie said, looking around. “Where do you think we should set this up?”

      I would usually suggest the conference room, but since that was being used, I looked through the glass walls of Logan’s office to the large balcony just off it. He’d told me I was welcome to eat lunch there anytime, and there was a table and several chairs out there, along with two outdoor loungers.

      “How about the balcony? It’s beautiful day, and I bet after this meeting, the guys would love some fresh air.”

      “Either that or the chance to jump off the edge.” Robbie chuckled and handed one of the bags to me. We walked through the office and out onto the balcony, and the feel of the sun on my face was amazing.

      “This is perfect,” Robbie said as he began unboxing the food. “So, you never said.” He eyed me across the table. “Does Tate know that you’re Logan’s new assistant?”

      I smirked, and when he waggled his brows, I couldn’t help but laugh. I liked Robbie—he was clearly a mischief maker, and I could certainly appreciate that.

      “Why do I get the feeling you want me to say no?”

      “Because that would be a delicious secret to hold over Logan’s head. Tate is very protective—understandably. I mean, have you seen your boss?”

      “I have, yes. But I’ve also seen and met Tate, and he was lovely.”

      “Lovely?” Robbie trilled, clearly delighted. “You mean he didn’t get all gruff and growly and try to warn you off?”

      “Um, no. Should he have?”

      Robbie pursed his lips for a second. “Hmm. I don’t know. Have you ever hit on Logan?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “Why not? Is there something wrong with you?”

      “No. He’s my boss.”

      “So.” Robbie eyed me as though I was from another planet and then shrugged. “Well, that’s probably why you were saved from the growly version of my boss. He acts all sweet and cuddly, but you try to get between him and Logan, and wowza—”

      “Wait, Tate’s your boss?”

      “Him and Logan. I’m the manager at The Popped Cherry.”

      “Oh, okay.” This was a close-knit bunch. Mr. Priestley worked here, and his husband—or, apparently, one of them—worked with Tate? Damn, I needed some sort of family tree drawn up.

      “I know, I know, it all sounds very complicated, but it’s really not. You’ll catch on soon enough. But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to give Logan shit for hiring such a pretty face. If you were Priest’s new assistant, I would not be impressed. No offense.”

      I grinned and zipped up the now-empty bag. “None taken. I’m just happy Logan took a chance on me.”

      “Yeah, well, you might change your mind once you get to know him.”

      I was about to reply when my phone began to buzz in my pocket. I looked at the screen, and when I noticed who was calling, I froze. No way.

      “Can you, uh, give me a sec?” I held up my phone.

      Robbie aimed a friendly smile my way. “Sure thing. We’re pretty much done here.”

      “Thanks.” I nodded and headed back inside, and as the door shut behind me, I hit accept and brought my phone to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Hello. Is this Gabriel?”

      I tried my hardest to keep my excitement at a neutral level, but not only did I recognize the number that had just called, I recognized the voice at the other end. It was Stefan Vogt, the music director and conductor of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra.

      “It is. Hey, Stefan.”

      “Hello. Do you have a minute?”

      I walked out to my desk and checked that the meeting was still taking place. There was no sign that it had ended. “I do, yes. How can I help you?”

      “I was wondering if you’d like to come in and have a chat with me about possibly joining the CSO for our upcoming program this season.”

      Oh my God, was he serious? Of course I wanted to come in and talk to him.

      “I’d love to. Yes, I—” I paused and tried to collect myself as my mind began to come up with a million and one scenarios where all my dreams were finally realized and I was back on the stage again. “That would be amazing. When would you need me to come by?”

      “That depends. When are you free?”

      “I work Monday through Friday, but generally I’m out of the office by five thirty.”

      “Hmm. Why don’t we do this? How about we meet up Saturday morning? I’ll be at Orchestra Hall until noon. Do you remember where my office is?”

      “I do.”

      “Good. We can make the appointment for, say, ten?”

      It was all I could do not to shout, Hell yes, in his ear. Instead, I tried my very best to keep my composure. “That would be wonderful.”

      “Fantastic. I look forward to it. I’ll see you on Saturday, Gabriel.”

      “I’ll see you then.”

      When the call ended, I stood at my desk for a second in a state of shock. Did that just actually happen? Did Stefan Vogt really just call me up for a sit-down meeting?

      Ah! I was so excited I could barely think, but one thing I did know was I couldn’t wait to tell Marcus about it. I opened up my messages. Are you there?

      When he responded not a second later, I quickly wrote back: I’ve got some AMAZING news to tell you. Can I see you tonight?

      I watched as the three dots appeared on my screen, and then grinned at his response: Definitely. Why don’t you come to my place? Bring a bag. Or better yet, I’ll send Franklin and you can pack for the weekend.

      It’s Wednesday.

      Pack for a LONG weekend.

      I chuckled at the suggestion, and was reminded of our discussion on how we should try to plan a weekend the normal way and not by blackmailing one another. Aww, look at us. We’d come so far.

      Deal. I’ll be ready by seven.

      Franklin will be there. I can’t wait to see you.

      My stomach did a little flip-flop. Me too. Three days since I’ve seen you feels like forever.

      It is in the scheme of our relationship.

      Seeing “our relationship” from Marcus on my screen made my fool heart so damn happy it almost burst out of my chest. And I took a screenshot of it, just so I could look at it later. Or maybe draw an xoxo over it like a teenager with a crush.

      See you tonight, Gabe.

      See you then.

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw Logan getting to his feet, and as he opened the conference room door for everyone to exit, he looked my way and rolled his eyes.

      I bit back a laugh and put my phone in my drawer, and as the clients walked by to leave, I waved and wished them a good day.

      “Jesus, finally.” Logan stopped by my desk and sighed as he ran a hand through his hair. “I thought he’d never stop talking.”

      “You’re one to talk,” Mr. Madison said.

      “Yes, but I never talk through another man’s lunch hour. That’s just rude.” Logan glanced over my shoulder to his balcony and narrowed his eyes. “Is that Robbie out there?”

      I nodded and looked to Mr. Priestley, who was eyeing me closely, and I got the distinct impression he was waiting to see if I had an opinion on his husband, or him, or what was apparently a very unconventional marriage. But he had nothing to worry about there.

      “Yes, he brought lunch.”

      “I told him to see if Julien could send something over,” Mr. Priestley said. “I thought it would be a good opportunity to test some dishes for the upcoming event.”

      Logan groaned and rubbed his stomach. “Priest, you’re a lifesaver. Actually, Julien is. Let’s go eat before I pass out from hunger.”

      “Or get even more delightful from it,” Mr. Madison muttered.

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever. Come on, Gabe, you’re about to experience the best thing you’ve ever had in your mouth.”

      Priest chuckled as Logan stopped in his tracks. Then my boss grinned at me. “Well, food-wise, anyway.”

      “Oh, for the love of God, and you said Mr. Larken wouldn’t shut up,” Mr. Madison complained as he shoved his brother in the arm. “I thought you were hungry.”

      “I am, I am.”

      “Then move it.”

      I smiled and followed the three men outside, excited to try the famous Julien Thornton’s food, and couldn’t help but think that my day was turning out pretty damn great. I couldn’t wait to see how my night went.
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      AT A LITTLE after seven, the sound of the doorbell made me look up from my laptop and get to my feet. Gabe had told me he was punctual to a fault, and it seemed he’d been ready at seven on the dot, because the drive over here would’ve taken ten minutes, tops.

      I closed my computer and headed to the front door to greet him. But when I opened it up, I came face to face with a huge black cello case instead. From what I could tell it was strapped to Gabe’s back, and when he heard the door open, he turned around and flashed that heartbreaker smile. His dimples winked at me, and as I reached for the two bags in his hands, he leaned up to kiss me on the lips.

      “Good evening, Mr. St. James.”

      I smiled and felt a sense of peace take me over as I straightened and looked at his gorgeous face.

      “Hello.”

      I stepped aside, holding the door wide for him, and as he walked by I spotted Franklin standing out on the curb watching the two of us, and waved. He nodded at me, and I could’ve sworn I saw the hint of a smile on his lips before he disappeared inside the Escalade.

      “I see Franklin found you okay.”

      “He did, yes. I have to say, I think he likes me.”

      “I think he does too.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really.” I shut the front door and walked a circle around Gabe. “How do you carry that thing? It’s almost as big as you are.”

      “Oh, this?” He gestured to the case.

      “Yes. That.”

      Gabe chuckled. “Honestly, I kind of forget it’s there. And it really doesn’t weigh that much. Twenty pounds, give or take.”

      I shook my head. “It looks awkward.”

      “It was at first. I used to run into people and things all the time, and don’t even get me started on public transport.” He grimaced. “I hope you don’t mind that I brought it with me. I’m back to my daily practices and can’t afford to stop.”

      “Of course I don’t mind. You can play here anytime you like. I can set you up in the library.”

      “You have a library? What am I saying, of course you have a library. That’d be perfect.”

      I was about to show him the way, but before I did, I said, “You said you had news.”

      Gabe winked. “I said I had amazing news. Show me where to put this and then I’ll tell you.”

      “You’re going to keep me in suspense?”

      “Just a little longer.”

      “Hmm, okay.” I led him up the main staircase and down the hall in the opposite direction of the bedrooms, and in the east wing was a beautifully restored room full of bookshelves and knickknacks. There was a fireplace with a reading chaise longue on one side, and a beautiful bay window that overlooked the courtyard on the opposite.

      “Marcus, this room is stunning.”

      “Agreed.” I placed his bags down by the door and walked over to where he stood at the window. “I don’t spend nearly enough time in here.”

      “That’s a crying shame,” Gabe said as he unlatched one of the windows and pushed it open. “It’s crazy how we’re in the middle of the city and you can barely hear a sound.”

      “I know. It’s the way they designed the landscaping. The walls and trees help to mute the hustle and bustle from outside.”

      “And make it look like a secret garden.”

      I looked at the lights strung along the branches of the maple. “I suppose it does. Is this a good place for you to set up?”

      “Are you kidding? You saw what I was working with back at home. In comparison, this is…” He paused and looked around the room that had been filled with art and literature, and a restored stereo console that housed all of my old LPs. “It’s more than I could’ve asked for.”

      “Good.” I pulled my keys out of my pocket, slid one off the key chain, and handed it over. “Then it’s yours to set up as you need and use whenever you like.”

      “Uh.” Gabe looked at the key and then back to me. “Is that a key to your house?”

      “It is.”

      “And you’re just…handing it over?”

      “I’m handing it over to you.” I laid my palm over the top of his and drew him in close. “I trust you. God only knows why when you have a tendency to tell lies—”

      “Hey, I only told one.”

      “But I trust you anyway. Come here whenever you like. It’s yours.”

      Gabe chuckled. “You sound like the Beast.”

      I frowned as Gabe finally took his cello case off his back.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve never watched or read Beauty and the Beast. How can you have a library like this and not know that story?”

      “I know it. I remember Abby reading it as a girl, but not the specifics.”

      “Well, here’s a detail for you: when the Beast kidnaps Belle, he tries to win her affection by giving her his library. Actually, had you done this the first time you summoned me here, that would’ve been very appropriate.”

      “Are you trying to say I acted like a beast with you?”

      “No. But we have come to the decision that you blackmailed me to be here.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Not this time I didn’t.”

      “Nope, today I came of my own free will, and if you’re lucky, I will tonight also.”

      I laughed and gestured to his bags. “I’m going to put these in my room if you want to set this up and get in your practice.”

      “Oh, that’s okay. I’ll practice later. But give me a second to get it out of its case and I’ll meet you at the stairs.”

      I leaned in to press a soft kiss to his lips. “Don’t be long. I want to hear this amazing news of yours.”

      “Promise.”

      I left him alone to set things up, and true to his word, he didn’t make me wait long. As I stepped out of my bedroom, I spotted him walking down the hall, and in his jeans and graphic tee, he looked relaxed and at home.

      “Get everything the way you want it?”

      Gabe placed his hands on my chest and slid them behind my neck. “Everything except this.”

      With the cello now gone, I could wrap my arms around him. I slipped my tongue past his lips and tasted every part of his mouth I could reach, and when he moaned and rubbed up against me, his tight, lean body felt like heaven.

      “Mmm, now that’s better.” Gabe nipped at my lower lip then let me go, and I thought it probably should’ve worried me how much homier my place felt now that he was back in it. But I decided not to overanalyze it.

      “Come with me.” I took his hand and led him downstairs to the kitchen. “Did you already eat?”

      “I did.”

      “Something more substantial than ramen, I hope.”

      “I had a lean cuisine and it was delicious, thank you very much.”

      I highly doubted that, but at least it was something. “Would you like a drink?”

      “Actually, do you have some wine in there? If you don’t, we can—”

      I turned around with an open bottle of white in my hand. “Will this do?”

      Gabe leaned in to read the label. “Is it sweet or dry?”

      “It’s sweet.”

      “Then it’s perfect.”

      “Grab two glasses, and we’ll go and sit out on the patio. Someone once told me I don’t do that enough.”

      “He sounds like a wise man.”

      “Very wise, indeed.”

      Gabe grabbed the glasses and then followed me outside. As I settled on the couch and poured the wine, he scooted onto the other cushion and crossed his legs so he was facing me.

      I placed the bottle on the end table and turned to look at him. His golden eyes glowed. He was very excited about whatever it was he had to tell me.

      “Well? Don’t keep me hanging any longer. What’s this news you got today?”

      Gabe took a long swallow of his wine and then licked his lips. “I got a call today from Stefan Vogt.”

      That name sounded familiar. I couldn’t place where from. But judging by the look on Gabe’s face, it was a good thing. “And who is Stefan Vogt?”

      Gabe took in a deep breath and then let it out slowly, as though trying to bank his excitement. “He’s the music director and conductor of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra.”

      That was exciting. “He called you?”

      Gabe nodded enthusiastically. “Yep.” He took another gulp of his wine. He was nervous, and it was cute. I’d never seen this side of him before.

      I took the glass from him and placed it down on the table by the bottle. “What did he want?”

      A smug smile split his lips. “Me.”

      I chuckled. “Oh yeah?”

      “Well, I think so. He wants me to come in for a talk on Saturday morning.”

      “A talk?”

      “Yeah. That’s usually a good thing, right?”

      “I would think so. I don’t see how it could be bad.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking. And the fact that he called after he saw me that night we went to the symphony…” Gabe jumped to his feet. “Ah! I’m so excited. What if he saw me and wants me to play again? But I’m also nervous, because what if he saw me and wants to tell me I’ll never be good enough to play again?”

      I got to my feet and took hold of his arms, stilling him. “If he’s calling because of what he heard when you played for me, there is no way he’s going to tell you that you are not good enough.”

      Gabe blinked at me, and the dreamy expression in his eyes made my heart thump faster.

      “You really think so?”

      I brushed my lips over his. “I know so.”

      Gabe took my face in his hands and kissed me a little harder. “I couldn’t wait to tell you.”

      “I’m glad you did. I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Would you like me to take you on Saturday?”

      “You wouldn’t mind?”

      “Of course not. I’d love to be there.”

      Gabe’s eyes glistened as he nodded. “Then I’d love that.”

      “Consider it done.”

      Gabe ran his fingers up the back of my neck and into my hair, then his eyes widened and he tensed in my arms. “Oh my God.”

      “What?”

      “I need to call my parents. I can’t believe I forgot. They’re going to be so happy.”

      “I’m sure they will be. Go get your phone, call them, and then come back out here. I’ll grab some snacks and we’ll finish off this bottle to celebrate.”

      “That sounds like heaven.”

      Gabe ran to the French doors and pulled one open, but at the last second he stopped and looked back at me. “I’m so glad I had you to share this with tonight.”

      “So am I.”

      He flashed a smile my way and then disappeared inside the house, and all I could think was: Hurry back.
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      “BREAKFAST IS READY.” Marcus’s voice traveled up the stairs to his bedroom, where I was giving myself a final once-over.

      It was Saturday morning—probably the most important Saturday morning of my life—and I’d been trying my hardest to stay calm, relax, and not freak the hell out, which was easier said than done when I thought about what was at stake today.

      After my accident, I’d often wondered how long it would take before I’d get to play as part of an ensemble again. Music could be such a solitary passion, but I was a social person at heart. I enjoyed creating with others, so the symphony had seemed like the perfect fit, a calling that I couldn’t ignore, and to have had that taken away from me before I really got a chance to experience it—that was a blow unlike any other.

      I stared at my reflection in the mirror and reminded myself that I could do this. Stefan Vogt hadn’t just called anyone, he’d called me, and there was a reason for that. Today I was going to find out what that was.

      “Gabe?”

      I looked in the mirror to see Marcus standing in the doorway.

      “Are you okay?”

      I nodded. Marcus came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist. I leaned back into him and shut my eyes.

      “Nervous?”

      “Will you think less of me if I say yes?”

      “No. I’d think you were human.”

      I opened my eyes, and Marcus pressed a kiss to my temple.

      “You are going to do great. But it’s understandable to be nervous. This is something you’ve been working hard for. Something you had taken away and now have a chance to get back. I’d be more surprised if you weren’t nervous.”

      I sucked in a breath and then let it out on a rush. “You’re right, nerves are good. It means you care.”

      “Yes, it does. You’re passionate. You want this. There’s nothing wrong with being nervous about what will happen next.”

      I turned in his arms, and as I looked up into his handsome face, the nerves settled somewhat. “Thank you for taking me today.”

      “There’s no way I’d let you go alone. Plus, waiting here all day would drive me crazy.”

      I chuckled. “You don’t have work to do?”

      “I always have work to do. But I’m suddenly finding there are reasons to schedule breaks into that. Important reasons.”

      I got on my tiptoes and wrapped my arms around his neck. “Like me?”

      Marcus nodded and kissed me softly. “Like you.”

      I knew how important Marcus’s work was to him, so to be told that he was carving out time for me, for us, made my heart go a little crazy.

      “Now you need to come and eat something. It’ll stop your stomach from trying to gnaw a hole in itself.”

      “Know the feeling well?”

      “I’ve dealt with my fair share of nerves over the years.”

      “Oh yeah?” I reluctantly let him go then took his hand as he led me out the room. “Tell me about one of them.”

      As we reached the ground floor and headed toward the kitchen, Marcus squeezed my hand. “Well, there was the day I sent a team of journalists into a maximum-security prison for an interview with a serial killer.”

      My feet came to a grinding halt, and I had to pick my jaw up off the floor. “Really?”

      “It was an exclusive. He was finally going to give up the location of where he’d buried the bodies, but only to the media.”

      “That sounds insane, and really dangerous.”

      “It was both of those things, which made it incredibly—”

      “Nerve-racking.” I shook my head. “I’ll never understand how you guys go in and interview people like that. Weren’t you scared?”

      “Every second until we were home again.” He tugged on my hand. “It takes a certain breed.”

      “Yeah, the crazy kind.”

      As we entered the kitchen, I saw two glasses of orange juice and two plates piled high with eggs, bacon, and toast.

      “Um, are we expecting company this morning?”

      Marcus arched a brow and gestured to one of the plates. “I wasn’t sure how hungry you’d be.”

      I took a seat and reached for a fork. “I’m just playing. It looks great, all of it.”

      “Good. Do you want any kind of sauce?”

      “Do you have any hot sauce?”

      “I do.”

      “I’d love some of that, please.”

      Marcus grabbed the bottle from the fridge and watched with a frown as I smothered my eggs in it.

      “Would you like some eggs with that sauce?”

      “I know, I know, it’s a bad habit. But I love the stuff.”

      “Good to know. I’ll stock up.”

      I shoveled some food into my mouth, and before I knew it, I’d cleaned off the whole damn plate—seemed I was hungry after all. Marcus cleared the dishes away and eyed the clock up on the wall.

      “You ready to go?”

      No. “Yes.”

      “Okay. Let me go and get the car and I’ll meet you out the front.” As Marcus took a set of keys out of a bowl sitting on the bench, I realized what he’d just said.

      “Wait a minute, you’re going to get the car.”

      “Yes.”

      “Where’s Franklin?”

      Marcus’s lips twitched. “He has the weekend off.”

      “So…you’re going to drive?”

      “You don’t need to sound so alarmed. I do know how to drive.”

      “I’m sure you do. I’ve just never seen you do it.”

      “Well, despite what you seem to think, I can do things on my own. Driving is one of them. Franklin has only been with me since I started at ENN.”

      I grinned. “I just figured he was given to you as a birthday present the day you were born or something.”

      “I see you’ve now replaced your nervous energy with sarcasm.”

      “Yeah, it seems to be a more natural fit.”

      “That I would agree with. I’ll meet you out the front in five.”

      I sat and watched him leave, admiring his long, sure stride as his legs ate up the tiled floor. When he disappeared around the corner, my phone buzzed in my pocket.

      I pulled out my cell to see a message from my mom.

      Good luck today, baby, we’ll be thinking of you.

      I knew they would be. They were just as excited and nervous as I was. We all knew what this could possibly mean for my career, and after today I’d have a better idea what to expect from my future.

      I sent back a quick thank you and promised to call her after, then headed out to meet Marcus. It was time to get this show on the road, and by the end of the day I’d hopefully have a better idea as to which road I’d finally be taking.

      

      STEFAN VOGT WAS one of the most distinguished conductors of our time. He had close to forty years’ experience in the industry, and had been at the helm of some of the most impressive orchestras in the world.

      From Naples to London, Paris to New York, Vogt was a renowned name throughout the music world, and a man I greatly respected. He had a passion for music and teaching that benefited young up-and-comers like myself, and the idea of getting the opportunity to play in an ensemble led by him again was everything I could have ever hoped for. Which was why I was taking a moment to compose myself before I knocked on his office door.

      It was almost ten, and Marcus had dropped me off out the front while he went to park the car. I tried to still my shaking hands.

      Just be yourself, I repeated over and over in my head, then I raised my hand and knocked.

      “Come in.”

      I closed my eyes, took in a breath, let it out, and reached for the handle. As I pushed open the door, Stefan stood from behind his desk.

      “Gabriel, I’m so glad you could make it today.”

      “I’m thrilled to be here.” That was the God’s honest truth. Stefan gestured to the seat opposite him, and I quickly took it.

      In his early sixties, Stefan was still an attractive man in an artsy musician kind of way. He had long, dark hair that was streaked with silver and waved in layers behind his ears to his shoulders. His eyes were dark, his expression always serious, but when he lifted that baton and the music started, I always felt as though he transformed into a higher being.

      “I’m so glad to hear it, because what I heard you do up on that stage last week gives me great hope.”

      “You heard that?” My heart jackhammered as I sat there sending up every prayer known to man, and I clenched my hands on my thighs in an effort to keep them from shaking.

      “I did, and as always when it comes to you, I was impressed. So let’s talk. I want to know more about what’s going on with that hand of yours, and then we can go from there.”

      Oh my God. This was it. My moment to finally get my foot back in the door. I just had to prove I was ready, prove I was still good enough.

      In other words—it was showtime.
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      I WAS NERVOUS. I couldn’t remember the last I’d ever been nervous.

      I sat in the lobby of Orchestra Hall, nervous for Gabe, even though I had no reason to be. But knowing how much this meeting meant to him, it was difficult not to feel some kind of anxiety over what was being said behind closed doors.

      For so many years now, I’d been the person others were nervous to sit down with. I’d been in control of their fate, be it good or bad. But today I had no control over what happened. I had no power when it came to making Gabe’s dreams come true, and that kind of helplessness made me anxious.

      I looked at my phone to see it’d been nearly an hour since Gabe went in to meet with this Stefan Vogt, and I’d spent some of that time looking the guy up.

      “Accomplished” seemed like an understatement when it came to Vogt. I could see why it was so important to Gabe to learn under the guidance of such a talent. Not only had Vogt led London’s Philharmonic Orchestra and been the music director of Milan’s Teatro alla Scala for over a decade, he’d also been knighted by the Queen and given an honorary knighting by the Pope.

      He’d won so many prizes across so many countries that it was impossible not to be wowed, and to think that Gabe was now sitting in a room with him due to his own talent? Well, that was awe-inspiring.

      I got to my feet and began to pace back and forth, the anticipation building with every passing minute. Then Gabe stepped out from behind a set of doors, and my heart began to pound double time.

      He glanced around the lobby, and when his eyes locked on to mine, a brilliant smile spread across his lips and the knot in my stomach finally unraveled.

      I found it difficult to believe that whatever just happened could be anything other than good news. I strode across the lobby, and Gabe threw his arms around my neck and hugged me in tight.

      “I’m back, baby,” he said by my ear, and then smacked a kiss by my temple before laughing merrily.

      “So you’re in? You were right?”

      “I mean, he wants to see me play again before it’s official, but he asked me to come and audition for the summer program.”

      “That’s fantastic.” I wound my arms around his waist. His joy was too much to resist, and I hugged him even tighter. “I knew he’d want you back.”

      Gabe laughed again and stared up at me with sparkling eyes. “Words I bet you never thought you’d be happy to say.”

      “If it was in regards to anything other than music, I’d agree.”

      “He only wants me for my music, I promise.”

      “I don’t blame him, and I want to know everything he said. What do you say we go and get a coffee?”

      “Hmm, as long as there’s whipped cream and lots of sugar, I say…let’s.”

      “It’s a nice day. Do you feel like walking over to the South Garden? There’s a little café there.”

      Gabe nodded. “That sounds perfect. I love the gardens.”

      We headed over to the Art Institute and tracked down a coffee, then found a seat under one of the honey locust trees that overlooked the central plaza and its fountains. I’d been coming here for years now, and with its neoclassical and modernist feel, the South Garden was one of my favorite places in the entire city.

      “Okay,” I said as Gabe settled in beside me. “Tell me everything. What did this Stefan Vogt have to say?”

      “Well, we were right. He saw me the night we went to the symphony.”

      “That makes sense.”

      Gabe nodded and took a sip of his coffee. “He’d been talking to someone off stage and saw me play for you, and when he decided on the program set for this summer’s season, he realized there was an extra cello seat to be filled.”

      “That’s great news.”

      “It is. It’s more than I could’ve hoped for, and definitely much sooner.”

      “He obviously thinks you’re ready.”

      “For a season,” Gabe said. “I think he’s testing me. He wants to see how I handle this program, and then maybe—if I’m lucky—he’ll offer something more permanent.”

      “So for now it’s a summer job with the potential for more.”

      “Exactly. Each program has a specific number of musicians needed for it. Some need more and some need less. This summer one requires an extra cellist, and luckily all of the performances are in the evening and on the weekends, so—”

      “It shouldn’t interfere with your new job.”

      “Right.” Gabe frowned and took another sip of his coffee.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      I reached out and touched the line on his forehead. “Then what’s this about?”

      “I was just thinking whether or not I should tell Logan. I really love working there, and I don’t want him to think I’m not one hundred percent focused.” Gabe cocked his head and looked my way. “Would you want to know?”

      “Would I want to know…”

      “If Carmen got a second job. Would you want to know?”

      “It depends, really. If it was a job that in no way interfered with the work she does for me, then it’s really none of my business. But if she was planning to eventually leave to make that job a more permanent one, I’d at least want to know what was on her mind.”

      “In other words, you think I should tell Logan.”

      “I think you should be honest with him, yes. You said yourself this program is like a temporary job, so I think the best way to go about it would be to let him know that music is your passion and that one day you hope to return to it fulltime. That way, if and when it happens, he won’t be taken off guard.”

      Gabe let out a soft sigh, and I reached for his hand and squeezed.

      “But don’t worry about that now. Enjoy this moment. You’ve been waiting for it for months.”

      “You’re right.” Gabe turned his hand over and entwined our fingers. “This has been a long time coming. If I’m being honest, there was a small part of me that never thought it would happen.”

      “That’s understandable, but it did, and that’s because you were born to do this. It’s so obvious the second anyone hears you play.”

      Gabe blinked, and a hint a sadness entered his eyes. “You wouldn’t have said that a couple of months ago. You wouldn’t have even recognized me. I was a mess. I was so depressed because I thought my music career and dreams were all over. That I’d ruined my entire life in one stupid move.”

      A tear fell down Gabe’s cheek, and I reached out to swipe it away. “But today you found out you didn’t.”

      “Today, I found out I didn’t.”

      I took his chin between my fingers and leaned in to kiss him. “I’m so happy for you, and proud.”

      “Thank you.” Gabe’s lips curved against mine. “Just think, you’ll finally be able to watch me—and know that it’s me—on stage.”

      I’d already thought of that. “I can’t wait.”

      “Me either.” He closed his eyes and rested his forehead on mine. “But first I have to come back tomorrow and play for Stefan.”

      “Are you worried?”

      Gabe pulled back and gave me one of the most arrogant smirks I’d ever seen. “No way. That’s one thing I’m never worried about. That seat is mine to lose, and I hate losing.”

      Something I’d learned the very first night we met, when Gabe was determined to win my attention.

      “Okay, I need to call my mom.” Gabe got to his feet and placed his cup on the concrete planter beside us. “I promised I would after the meeting. You don’t mind, do you?”

      “Of course not. I was nervous waiting to hear how everything went. I can’t imagine how she’s feeling this morning.”

      “You were nervous?”

      “I told you earlier, I am capable of the feeling.”

      “I know. It’s just…you’re usually so sure about everything.”

      “Well, there was nothing I could do to make sure you walked out of that meeting happy, so it made me—”

      “Nervous.”

      “Yes.”

      Gabe moved between my legs then ran his fingers through my hair. “That’s about the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “Which makes it that much sweeter. Okay, lemme call my mom and I’ll be right back.”

      I watched as Gabe walked away, making his way down the side of the fountain as he brought his phone up to his ear. I couldn’t begin to imagine the excitement and relief he felt from what Vogt had told him this morning. He’d been waiting so long for this, unsure if he’d ever get the opportunity for a do-over, and now here was that chance. I couldn’t think of anyone more deserving.

      Between his talent and dedication, it was clear Gabe would be a valuable addition to the symphony, and as a season ticket holder, I was thrilled to know he would be joining the ensemble.

      A boisterous laugh caught my attention, and I looked over at Gabe toeing some of the gravel beneath his feet as he talked away on the phone. I took a moment to bask in his happiness. He was glowing with it. His sunny smile, his laughing eyes, and the animated way he was telling his mom what had happened. It caused a warm feeling to swirl through my veins. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so carefree, and on this Saturday morning, it was everything.

      Gabe looked over at me and, with the phone still at his ear, made his way back in my direction.

      “Uh, I’m not sure. Lemme see and I’ll call you back. Is that okay?” Gabe smiled and nodded. “I love you too. Bye.” He hung up and slipped his phone in his pocket, and then picked up his coffee and sat back down.

      “Is she happy?”

      “That might be the biggest understatement of the year. I’m surprised you didn’t hear her.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “I didn’t. But I can imagine. She must be over the moon.”

      “You could say that. Actually…” He smiled cheekily. “She asked me if I’d like to come over there tonight and celebrate.”

      “Did she now?”

      “She did, and I was wondering if you’d like to come with me.”

      “To your parents’ house?”

      “Yeah.”

      I was so caught off guard by the invitation that I was momentarily stumped.

      “You can say no if you want to,” Gabe added.

      “I— That’s not it. You just caught me by surprise, that’s all.”

      “Well, you don’t need to worry. My inviting you doesn’t have to mean anything more than I’m bringing a friend home to celebrate my good news with me.”

      While his invitation had surprised me, this alternate meaning didn’t sit right with me at all.

      A friend? I don’t think so. “Is that all it really means to you?”

      Gabe sobered and shook his head. “No.”

      “Then why say it?”

      “I don’t want you to feel pressured.”

      I smirked and reached for his hand. “Don’t you know by now? I thrive under pressure. It’s part of my job description.”

      The flush of pleasure that bloomed on Gabe’s cheeks was enough to make any misgivings vanish. I leaned in and kissed his lips.

      “What time are they expecting us?”

      “Six.”

      “That’s perfect. You can get your practice in while I finish up some work.” I got to my feet and took his hand. “I have to admit, I’m looking forward to meeting the people who raised you.”

      Gabe scoffed. “So you can ask them where I got my bad habits from?”

      “No.” I brought his hand up to my lips and kissed it. “So I can congratulate them on a job well done.”
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      FOR THE SECOND time today, Marcus had opted to drive us to our destination, and tonight that was my parents’ house.

      Still flying high on the news I’d received earlier, I hadn’t really stopped to think about why it was so important to me that Marcus agreed to come to dinner tonight. When I issued the invite, I’d convinced myself it was because I wanted to celebrate and I wanted him there for that. But in the back of my mind, I knew there was a lot more to it.

      I’d never brought a man home to meet my parents. They were the most important people in my world, and the idea of introducing someone who might not be around a month from now just didn’t seem right to me.

      But I’d clearly tossed that rule out, because the second my mom asked me if I wanted to come by and celebrate with dinner, the first thing out of my mouth was: “Can I bring someone?”

      To say she was excited didn’t quite cover the full spectrum of her response. In fact, I wasn’t sure what she was more excited about: this new summer job, or me bringing home a man for the first time—and what a man he was.

      I glanced at Marcus behind the steering wheel of the Escalade and marveled over the fact that he was here tonight with me. Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined this was where we would end up that first night we met.

      Don’t get me wrong, this was where I wanted things to end up. But every indication had told me that that was a pipe dream, a fantasy that would never happen.

      Thank God I’d never let the word “never” stop me before, because look where I was now. Or more importantly, look who I was with.

      Marcus had dressed casual tonight. Well, his version of casual—there wasn’t a shred of denim in sight. I was okay with that, though, because he’d opted for a pair of black pants that fit him so well that I was going to have a difficult time keeping my eyes above his waist. But what really made him look a cut above everyone else was the fitted navy button-up he’d left untucked. He’d rolled the sleeves up his forearms and left the top couple of buttons undone, and the color of the shirt made his blue eyes even more striking than usual.

      Add in his thick golden hair and that closely trimmed beard, and holy hell he was something to look at—no, he was mine to look at, and I planned to look at him all night long.

      “That’s a very smug expression you have on your face.” Marcus drew the car to a stop at a red light and glanced my way. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Nothing appropriate or helpful, considering you’re driving us to my parents’ house.”

      Marcus’s eyebrow winged up, and that did nothing to help me bank the desire humming through my veins.

      “Stop looking at me like that.”

      His lips tugged at the corner and made me want to lean over and kiss them. “I’m not looking at you like anything.”

      “You’re looking, period, and it’s not helping my situation.”

      “Your…situation?”

      I gave him a pointed look, and when Marcus’s eyes lowered to my jeans, I couldn’t sit still. I reached down and pressed the heel of my palm against my ill-timed hard-on.

      “And just what were you thinking about to get you in that situation?”

      “Well, I’m not going to talk about it because then the situation won’t go away.”

      Marcus chuckled. “Okay. Then how about you tell me about it on the way home tonight, and when we get there, I’ll do my best to…handle the situation.”

      “Are you serious right now?”

      “Yes. I’m very serious. I’d love to handle your situation.”

      When his lips twitched, I punched him in the arm. “Stop it. This is not funny.”

      He really started to laugh. “It is kind of, and very flattering.”

      “Oh my God.” I brought my hands to my face and counted back from a hundred. There was no way I was going to walk into my mom’s house with an erection.

      Five minutes later, we pulled into the driveway of my childhood home. It was a red-bricked, single-family ranch-style house that immediately brought to mind everything good about growing up here.

      Buffalo Grove was about forty minutes from the city by car, but for the most part I’d spent my days riding my bike around the neighborhood and going to the local park and movies with friends. I had nothing but great memories in this house, and tonight I hoped to create another.

      “This is it.”

      Marcus looked out the windshield at the one-car garage and neatly trimmed hedges lining the front walkway, and then turned back to me. “I like it. It’s very cozy.”

      “I think so.”

      “It really is. I grew up in an apartment, so I was always jealous of the kids with the backyards and trees to climb.”

      I glanced past Marcus’s shoulder to the large oak in the front yard. “If you like, you can climb our tree after dinner?”

      He smiled and pushed his door open. “I think I’ll survive. I’m not really dressed for the occasion. But thanks for the offer.”

      “If you change your mind, just let me know.”

      I climbed out of the SUV, and when Marcus held his hand out, my stomach flip-flopped. I hadn’t been sure whether he wanted to be as obvious with our relationship as I did. But if he was going to walk me to my parents’ front door holding my hand, I’d let him.

      As we passed by the open living room windows, the delicious smell of my mom’s cooking wafted out to tease us.

      “Wow.” Marcus sniffed the air. “Whatever that is, I want some.”

      I chuckled as I knocked on the front door. “I asked for some favorites tonight, so Mom is cooking up a storm.”

      “Favorites, huh?”

      “Mhmm, and since I’m an only child, she spoils me rotten.”

      “It’s good to see you never take advantage of that.”

      I grinned. “I don’t. Well, not often, anyway. It’s not my fault my parents doted on me.”

      “Actually, that explains a lot. The confidence, the persistent nature…”

      I rolled my eyes. “That’s not true. You possess both those qualities, and you have Abby.”

      “I do. But weren’t you the one who assumed I was an only child when we first met?”

      I opened my mouth to refute that, but was saved by the bell when the front door was pulled open and my mom flashed her warm, welcoming smile our way.

      “Gabriel, mi hermoso niño. Cómo estás, cariño?”

      “Estoy muy bien, mamá. y tú, Cómo estás?”

      “Bien bien. Tu padre y yo estamos muy felices de escuchar tus noticias. Estamos muy orgullosos de ti.”

      “Gracias mamá.” I hugged her and kissed her cheek, then turned to see Marcus watching us and realized that he probably didn’t understand a single word that was being said. Whoops.

      “Mom, this is Marcus,” I said in English, and she caught on straight away, nodding. “He’s my…” I eyed Marcus, decided what the hell, and said exactly what I’d been thinking since I told Ryan we were dating. “…boyfriend.”

      Mom turned to Marcus, who was half smiling, and pulled him into a hug, which he returned.

      “It’s lovely to meet you, Marcus. I’m Daniela. I was thrilled when Gabe said he was bringing someone home with him.”

      “Thank you for having me. I was happy to be invited. But I have to say, after smelling your cooking on the way to the front door, I think the better word is honored. I’m honored to be invited to your table tonight.”

      Mom looked at me and then gestured with her thumb. “El me gusta mucho para tí.”

      So did I, and as she walked into the house, she called over her shoulder, “Your dad’s in the kitchen. Come on.”

      As we walked through the house, Marcus whispered by my ear, “Boyfriend? I think I’m a little old to be considered a boy-anything.”

      I shrugged. “We date. We kiss. We sleep with each other. Boyfriend makes sense to my mom. And it’s how I think of you in my head, so get used to it, Mr. St. James.”

      “Huh. Well, as long as that means you’re only dating, kissing, and sleeping with me, then I’d love to be your boyfriend.”

      I laughed as we stepped into the kitchen, where my dad was sitting at our small dining table.

      “Hey, papá.”

      “Gabriel.” He got to his feet and pulled me into a warm hug. “So Vogt finally called you, did he? I knew he would.”

      “You didn’t know that.” I laughed.

      “I did so. Didn’t I tell you, Daniela? Vogt would call our boy and beg him to come back one day.”

      Mom nodded as she stirred the pot on the stove. “He did say that.”

      “Okay, I believe you. But before you get too excited, he didn’t exactly beg me. He offered me a chance to audition tomorrow.”

      “Audition?” Dad frowned. “Why do you need to audition? We all know you’re brilliant.”

      Dad seemed to realize that someone else was in the room with us, and let go of me to walk over to Marcus. He held his hand out, and Marcus shook it.

      “I’m Santiago, and you must be the boyfriend.”

      And I almost busted up laughing. It was weird to see Marcus being treated like anything other than the powerhouse company president he was. But here in Buffalo Grove, under my parents’ roof, he was merely the man dating their baby boy.

      “Yes, that would be right. I’m Marcus.”

      Dad looked between the two of us and then, in typical father form, asked, “And what do you do for a living, Marcus?”

      “Papá, he hasn’t even sat down yet.”

      “I’m just engaging in conversation.”

      “Well, at least let him sit down first.” I pulled out one of the four chairs around the table and gestured to Marcus. As he took the seat, he gave me a smile that I couldn’t quite decipher. But from the light in his eyes, I got the impression he was…enjoying himself.

      Once we were seated, Mom asked, “Would you two like a drink?”

      “I’ll have whatever’s easiest,” I replied.

      Marcus nodded. “I’ll have the same. Thank you.”

      Then Dad was right back at it. “So, you never said, what do you do day in and day out, Marcus? I assume you two didn’t meet in college.”

      “Ha,” I said. “Ha ha ha.”

      Marcus aimed narrowed eyes my way and shook his head. “No. We actually met at a work party. Gabe came with Ryan, a friend of his.”

      “Oh, we know Ryan,” my mom chimed in. “You work with him?”

      I couldn’t help it, that made me laugh even harder, and this time it was Dad who gave me the look.

      “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to picture that. Marcus working in the trenches with Ryan. It’s…it’s just so wrong.”

      My dad frowned, clearly confused.

      “I’m Ryan’s boss,” Marcus said. “That’s why Gabe is laughing.”

      “Oh, please.” I rolled my eyes as Mom placed two ice-cold beers on the table. “He’s not just Ryan’s boss—he’s Ryan’s boss’s boss. You know how you watch ENN each night?”

      Mom and Dad both nodded.

      “Well, Marcus runs that. He’s the president of ENN.”
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      GABE MIGHT AS well have just said that I was the president of the United States with the way his parents were now looking at me. Their eyes were wide, their jaws on the floor, and the confusion in their expressions was mixed with a little bit of awe.

      “The…president?” Gabe’s mom said.

      “Yes. I oversee all of the news divisions at the station, along with several other programs.”

      “That’s quite some job,” his dad said, and picked his beer back up, doing his level best to keep his approval at a lukewarm temperature. “It must keep you extremely busy.”

      There was some not-so-subtle judgment there. I could see where he was going with that from a mile away. I looked to Gabe and saw him shaking his head, and I knew he saw it too.

      “It does keep me busy, very busy. But lately I find myself making time for the more enjoyable things in life.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Papá,” Gabe said through gritted teeth.

      “It’s okay, Gabe.” I’d been grilled by much worse than Santiago Romero. He was just a father looking out for his boy, and I understood. “And yes, it’s true. Your son has reminded me that work isn’t the only thing in life, and I’m doing my best to enjoy more of it every day.”

      A soft smile graced Daniela’s lips as she looked at Gabe, and it was clear how much love she had for him. I couldn’t blame her—they’d a raised a magnificent young man.

      Not quite ready to examine my feelings that closely, however, I looked at his parents and decided a change of subject was in order. That was a general rule of thumb during an interview: when you got caught up and no longer wished to answer the questions being asked, ask your own.

      “So, do either of you play an instrument like Gabe?”

      “Oh gosh no.” His mom chuckled. “I’m a stay-at-home mom. Well, I was.”

      “And I’m a high school music teacher,” his dad said, then he looked to his son. “I can play, but I don’t think anyone plays like Gabe. I might be biased, though.”

      “Then I must be too, because I agree. His talent is…inspiring.” I flicked my eyes to Gabe, who winked at me. “You must be very proud of him.”

      His dad looked at him and nodded, and if there was a picture in the dictionary to define the word pride, it would be a photograph capturing the expression that just crossed his face. “The proudest father in the world.”

      Gabe’s eyes glistened as his dad leaned over and tapped his beer bottle to his son’s.

      Then Daniela rubbed her husband’s shoulder and said, “Are we ready to eat?”

      “Don’t have to ask me twice.” Gabe rubbed his stomach. “I’ve been thinking about your aborrajados all afternoon.”

      “You asked, and since it’s your special night…”

      Somehow, I had a feeling every night was Gabe’s special night. But what was so interesting about that was how grounded he was even though it was clear his parents spoiled him.

      “You are going to love these,” Gabe said. “They’re slices of plantains stuffed with pepper jack cheese and then deep fried. Oh my God, it’s like heaven in your mouth. A little sweet and a little spicy.”

      It sounded delicious. In fact, he sounded like he was describing himself.

      “Gabe’s been requesting those as his go-to favorite ever since he learned to talk,” Daniela said from the kitchen.

      “That’s because they’re amazing.”

      She carried over a serving dish full of these aborrajados, then handed us all a small plate. “Well, don’t eat too many. I spent all afternoon getting everything together for the bandeja paisa.”

      “I won’t. But you know I can eat a lot.”

      His dad chuckled. “That’s an understatement.”

      Daniela took the seat beside me, and when the spicy kick of the pepper jack cheese hit my tongue with all of the other delicious flavors, I decided Gabe was right. These really were like bite-sized pieces of heaven.

      “These are delicious.” I looked over to Daniela, who smiled at me, pleased.

      “Thank you. They’re easy enough, and tasty.”

      “Very.”

      As I plucked another one off the serving dish, Daniela turned to her son.

      “So tell us everything about your meeting this morning, cariño. We know you got called in and that Stefan wants you to come back to audition. But how did he even think to call? He knew about the accident and the rehab.”

      “Funny thing,” Gabe said, smiling at me. “It’s because of Marcus.”

      “Marcus?” Daniela looked to me, and I shook my head.

      “I had nothing to do with it. Gabe’s being too kind. This was all because of him.”

      “No, it’s all because of our first date.” Gabe took a bite of one of his aborrajados. “You’ll never guess where he took me.”

      “Where?”

      “It turns out that Marcus shares my love for all things classical music, and he thought he’d surprise me by taking me to the symphony. That’s why Stefan called me in. He heard me showing off for Marcus with Dominique’s cello after the concert.”

      Daniela turned in my direction, and the approval in her expression made my cheeks heat. I was blushing. Blushing. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d blushed—if ever. But here I was all red-cheeked and embarrassed because she thought I was good enough for her son.

      Then she reached out and patted my hand. “Tu eres el indicado para él.”

      Not understanding I looked to Gabe, who frowned at his mom. “A qué te refieres, mamá?”

      She squeezed my hand as she turned to her son. “Él es el bajo de tu corazón agudo.”

      Gabe’s mouth parted and his eyes quickly flicked to mine; he was clearly trying to decide if I’d understood what was just said. I was as clueless as ever, but his reaction made me one hundred percent curious.

      I’d definitely be asking about that later.

      “Eres una romántica mama.”

      “Tengo la razón, yo sé que la tengo. Él es el indicado.”

      Gabe reached for his beer and quickly downed the rest of it, as his dad got to his feet and gestured to my half-empty bottle.

      “Would you like another, Marcus?”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m good, thanks.”

      “Suit yourself. I’m going to get dinner together. I’ll leave you three to chat about all this romantic stuff.”

      Was that what we were talking about? I had no idea. But when I glanced to Gabe again, I saw his cheeks were now as red as mine had probably been seconds ago.

      Interesting. I’d have to file that away—Él es el bajo de tu corazón agudo. I was going to ask about that conversation when I got him alone.
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      BY THE TIME we got home it was late, and with the day Gabe had had, I wasn’t surprised that he fell asleep almost the instant his head hit the pillow. But sometime later, in the early hours of Sunday morning, the deep, sultry sound of the cello drifted down the hall and into my room, and I woke to find an empty bed.

      I glanced at the clock to see it was just turning two thirty and covered a yawn as I pushed back the covers. I scooped up my lounge pants and quickly pulled them on before I headed to the library. The sweeping music guiding me was like something from a dream, and I wondered what had woken Gabe.

      The strange bed? Something outside? I wasn’t sure, but when I reached the library and stepped inside, the sight that greeted me took my breath away.

      With nothing other than the glow from the fireplace lighting the room, Gabe sat by the window with his cello cradled between his thighs and the neck lovingly resting on his shoulder, and from what I could see, he was naked.

      The pose was intimate, Gabe appeared to be embracing the instrument as he closed his eyes and moved in time to the melody, and I was one hundred percent captivated by the visual.

      Not wanting to disturb him, I moved just inside the door in an attempt to keep my distance, but it was damn near impossible. He and the music were calling to me in ways I’d never experienced before. As I watched his fingers glide up and down the neck and he swept the bow across the cello’s strings.

      It’s strange how people automatically make assumptions upon first contact with another person. I never would’ve imagined that first night that the bold, sexy stranger who demanded my attention would turn out to be one of the most talented musicians I’d ever seen play.

      Yet there was no denying it: Gabe had a gift. One that took most people years of training to accomplish, and here he was at twenty-two with his whole life and career ahead of him. I couldn’t even begin to imagine where he would be ten years from now. But one thing I knew for certain: it needed to be on a stage.

      Unable to stay away from him any longer, I moved forward as though in a trance, and I must’ve made some kind of noise, because Gabe’s eyes opened and locked on to mine. He didn’t stop playing, but he watched as I moved closer and leaned against the frame of the bay window.

      His skin glowed in the firelight as he lowered his eyes. The beauty of his movements as he swayed in time with the song was like the gentle ebb and flow of water against the shoreline. It was both hypnotic and peaceful, as it lulled you into a dreamlike state.

      I wasn’t sure how long I stood there, but when the song ended and Gabe lowered his bow, he raised his head to look me in the eye.

      “I hope I didn’t wake you.”

      “You didn’t. Your absence did. But then I heard the music and had to come and find you.”

      The crackling of the fire was all that could be heard now.

      “I couldn’t sleep,” he said as he placed the bow down and moved the cello to its stand, and that was when I saw he wasn’t naked but was in a pair of black briefs. “So I thought I’d get some practice in.”

      I held my hand out and drew Gabe to his feet. “I’m glad you did. What was that piece called?”

      “‘Seduction’ by Adam Hurst. He’s a genius on the cello and one of my favorite composers out there.”

      I glanced at the cello and thought how well suited it was to this room. As though the library had been designed specifically for it to be played in.

      “It was beautiful.” I trailed my fingers down his cheek. “You’re beautiful. I swear, I could watch you play for the rest of my life and never grow tired.”

      Gabe looked at me from beneath his dark lashes, and my breath got caught somewhere in the back of my throat at the way the firelight played off all the angles of his face. His jaw line, cheekbones, his sculpted brows and nose—everything about him was perfectly aligned to make his face one you couldn’t look away from.

      “Look as long as you like. I’m not going anywhere.”

      I reached for his face, cradled it between my palms, and angled it up to mine as I lowered my lips to his. I ghosted my mouth across his, then slid my fingers through his hair and urged him closer.

      Gabe’s hands found my chest, his fingers testing the muscle as I slipped my tongue between his lips and explored. He moaned and slid his hands up over my shoulders and behind my neck, and I could feel his erection pressing up against mine.

      When the need to get closer to him grew stronger, I smoothed my hands down to his ass and then hoisted him up in my arms. Gabe let out a shocked gasp of air and gripped the back of my hair as he stared down into my eyes. Then he bent his head and took my lips with his, as I walked us over to the chaise longue and lowered him down on it. When I straightened, I took a second to drink in the exquisite picture he made, and my pulse kicked up.

      The chaise was an antique, with a hand-carved wooden frame and gold filagree inlay. The off-white velvet cushions were sumptuous and soft against the skin, and with Gabe stretched out on it in nothing more than his briefs, he looked the very picture of decadence.

      “You’re too far away,” he said as he reached between his legs and began to massage his hard-on.

      I moved to a bookshelf where an old trinket box sat, and when I opened it to pull out a condom and packet of lube, Gabe chuckled.

      “When did you put those in there?”

      I shut the box and placed the items on the table at the end of the chaise. “The day you set up in here.”

      “A man ready for any occasion. I like that.”

      “More like a man who knows his weakness.”

      I pulled at the drawstring of my pants and let them fall to the floor, then I reached for the waist of Gabe’s briefs and drew them down his legs. As I tossed them aside, I climbed onto the longue and moved up between his thighs until our cocks were intimately aligned.

      Gabe wrapped a leg up over the back of my thigh and touched his fingers to my cheek. “And I’m your weakness?”

      “You’re the one thing I can’t seem to resist.”

      Gabe’s pupils dilated as he stared up into my face, then he craned up off the couch and took my lips in a slow, sensual kiss. I speared my fingers through his hair to hold him nice and steady, then angled my head and dove inside, desperate for a deeper taste. He moaned, and when he began to roll his hips against mine, I tore my mouth free and stared down into his gorgeous face.

      “Uh uh, not so fast tonight.” I released my hold, and Gabe lay back against the longue. “I want you to lie back, relax, and enjoy…” A throaty hum left him as I bent my head and kissed him by his ear. “I’m going to take this nice and slow, kiss and touch every inch of you, and by the time I’m finished, you’ll have no trouble sleeping right here in my arms.”

      Gabe’s chest rose and fell a little faster as I rubbed my lower body over his, and I could feel our shared excitement sticky and warm against my skin.

      “Yes,” Gabe said. “Take me like that. All slow and sensual like you never want it to end.”

      “I don’t want it to end. Not ever.”

      The expression that flashed in his eyes made my heart beat a whole lot faster, as I planted a hand on either side of his head, and Gabe reached for my ass.

      He began a slow rocking motion as I moved back and forth on top of him, and the pleasure was toe-curling. Hot, hard, and heavy, our erections pulsed against one another as pre-cum coated our shafts.

      Gabe moaned and pressed his head back onto the curved arm of the chaise. His necklace fell to the side, capturing my attention. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, and his lips parted on a soft gasp.

      He was beautiful, uninhibited, and all mine in this moment, and I would do everything in my power to make him feel that way whenever he was with me.

      I lowered my head and placed my lips at the base of his throat, then began to kiss, lick, and suck my way down his body. Gabe whispered my name as he brought his hands up to my hair and I continued further down, my quest to pleasure him now at an all-time high.

      I flicked my tongue over one nipple then teased it with my teeth, then glanced up at him. Gabe was watching me closely, his eyes dark and hooded. I bent my head and sucked his nipple into my mouth until he cursed and yanked my head up.

      I smirked and flicked the hard nub with the tip of my tongue, and when he shivered, I began my descent once again. I shifted further down the longue, my sensitive cock rubbing against the velvet cushions while his rubbed up against my chest. I saw the evidence of our desire all over his abs then lowered my head and licked it up.

      “Oh God.” Gabe slid his fingers to the back of my head and gently urged me to continue, and when I repeated the move—this time dipping the tip of my tongue into his navel—the salty tasty of us tingled all over my tastebuds. “That’s so damn hot.”

      I shifted a little lower until I was at the end of the chaise and kneeled on the rug. I smoothed my hands up his legs from his ankles to his knees, then I took hold of them and slid him gently down the longue. When he was flat on his back, his legs dangling off the end, I took hold of his stiff cock and licked a wet path from root to tip before sucking him inside.

      Gabe’s hips jackknifed off the chaise as my name flew off his tongue, and when I raised my head, the desire swirling in his eyes was palpable. I licked my lower lip and then bent my head to nuzzle at his hipbone, and as I began to kiss and suck my way down the V of his leg, Gabe lifted it and boldly draped it over my shoulder.

      “Hmm, I do like a man who knows what he wants,” I said as I gazed up his body from between his thighs.

      “Then you must like me a lot.”

      I swiped my tongue over the plump head of his dick and nodded.

      “Oh, I like you a whole lot. Let me show you all the ways.”
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      I DIDN’T THINK it was possible for Marcus to get any sexier than he already was. But as he knelt naked between my legs, with the glow of the fireplace dancing over his hair, the man looked like a golden god.

      It was a miracle I hadn’t come already with the way he’d teased and tasted every inch of me before finally settling in between my thighs. He was looking at me like I was the best thing he’d ever seen, and if he was feeling even half of what I was, he knew that something beyond the physical was happening here.

      From the moment he’d stepped into the library, it was as though he were memorizing not only how I looked but my scent, and the way I felt, as he trailed his fingers down me.

      His lips were on my abs, my hip, my cock, and down to my balls, and as he wrapped a hand around my erection and again swallowed me between his lips, the sight of his golden head over my cock made me thrust even deeper.

      Marcus raised his head and let me pop free of his mouth, before he slowly removed my leg from his shoulder and reached for the condom and lube. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how I must look. I was sprawled out, flat on my back, across one of the most beautiful chaise longues I’d ever seen. Talk about wanton. I just hoped Marcus had a good upholstery cleaner on call, because things were about to get really messy.

      He tore open the condom packet and rolled it on, and when he opened the lube and began to slick himself up, I couldn’t help but reach for my own aching shaft. Marcus’s eyes fell to the move, and, wanting to entice him to continue, I brought my heels up to the end of the couch and splayed them apart for him.

      “Fuck.” Marcus’s hand stilled as he took in my bold offering, and then he lubed up his hand and reached out to draw a slick index finger down my perineum to my hole.

      My legs shook from both the touch and captivated look on his face as he repeated the move with two fingers, and when he leaned forward, bit my knee, and slowly slid them inside me, I sucked in a gasp of air.

      A slow smile curved Marcus’s lips as he began to leisurely push his fingers in and out of me. He was methodical in his mission to drive me to the edge, and whenever his fingers grazed my prostate, I shoved my hips up and squeezed my eyes shut.

      “Jesus, I could do this all night.”

      I aimed my eyes down at him. “I’d much rather you do something else. But if I have to settle for just this, I’m not going to stop you.”

      “Well, I don’t want you to settle, especially when it comes to me.” Marcus pulled his fingers free and moved to his feet, and I dug my heels into the cushion and slid my way back up the longue.

      I stretched my body out on display, wanting to feel every inch of him against my naked skin. Then I crooked a finger his way, and Marcus knelt between my ankles and moved up over me.

      I wound my legs around his waist as he planted a hand by my head, and when he reached down between us to guide his cock to my entrance, I slid my arms around his neck. “Take me.”

      Marcus groaned, and the sound made goosebumps break out across my skin. Then he began to enter me, one delicious inch at a time. His movements were unhurried as he stretched me wide, and when he was finally in as deep as he could go, he braced his other hand by my head and stared down at me.

      "Él es el bajo de tu corazón agudo… What does that mean?”

      I blinked at him, caught completely off guard by the question. How had he remembered that? It had been hours ago, and I could feel my cheeks heating the same way they had when my mom first said it.

      I swallowed and tried to feign indifference. “It’s nothing.”

      I craned up, about to end the discussion with a kiss, but Marcus had other ideas. He rolled his hips back and then forward. “I don’t believe you.” Marcus lowered his head and licked a path up the side of my neck. “What does it mean, Gabe?”

      I sucked in a shuddering breath as I tried to move on the thick shaft penetrating me, but there was no use. Marcus’s hips had me pinned to the cushions, and there was no way for me to move until he allowed it.

      I turned my head on the pillow, and the curiosity and emotions swirling inside his eyes finally made me tell the truth.

      “Él es el bajo de tu corazón agudo means: he is the bass of your sharp heart, or treble heart. She was referring to—”

      “Your necklace.” Marcus trailed his fingers down the chain to the pendant. “She thinks I’m your other half?”

      I flushed even more under the intensity of his stare. “She’s a romantic. You shouldn’t worry or anything.”

      “Who said I was worried?”

      That emotion from earlier, the one that had darkened his eyes and swirled in those brilliant blue depths, made my heart flip now. As Marcus lowered his head and whispered, “Maybe you’re my other half.”

      My eyes blurred as Marcus ghosted his lips over mine, and I willed myself not to let my emotions get the best of me. “Marcus…”

      “I know, it’s all moving so fast.”

      I shook my head. “No. I was thinking the exact opposite. You’re not moving fast enough.”

      To what I was referring to was anyone’s guess. But done with talking, I took his mouth with mine and moaned in blissful pleasure as he began a sensual rhythm over the top of me. I tightened my legs around his waist as I writhed under him, and I knew this was it. This was the moment where all of the feelings rushed in. Where that initial attraction changed from lust to something more, and every touch, every kiss, took a little piece of your heart.

      Little? Who was I kidding? I was falling hard and fast now. I’d handed my entire heart over the second Marcus showed up at my apartment to apologize. I wanted to be his other half, I wanted him to be mine, and as he began to move faster inside of me, I closed my eyes and sank into all the sensations.

      Marcus held me as the rush of emotions threatened to overwhelm, and when I began to tremble, I clung to him like he was the one thing that could keep me grounded.

      His kisses turned more desperate as his movements became more hurried, and finally it all became too much and I tensed under him. I tore my lips free and shouted his name, and as I came all over the two of us, Marcus watched with an expression full of devotion.

      “I’ve never seen anything more beautiful than you, right here in this moment.”

      He pulled out of me and rolled the condom free, then dropped it on his discarded pants and moved back down until his erection was sliding through my cum.

      He framed my face with his hands, and I wound my legs around his.

      “That was…” I had no words.

      Marcus began to move and said, “How about I find out for myself?”

      He began to rub himself off all over me, his erection slipping and sliding all over mine. As he thrust his tongue into my mouth and I began to suck on it and roll my hips, Marcus reached for my ass and really began to grind down over me.

      It didn’t take long, several sexy hip-thrusting moments, and the next thing I knew I felt the hot rush of his arousal all over me, coating me in his desire.

      “Hmm…” I purred as I closed my eyes and stretched out under him.

      Marcus shifted to my side so he could press a kiss to my chest. “Now that’s the exact feeling, right there.”

      I smiled into the darkness until Marcus began to move away, and when I opened my eyes, I saw him pulling a blanket from a basket over by one of the shelves. He placed it on the end of the longue then picked up his pants.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To clean up real quick and get you a washcloth. I’ll be right back. Don’t you move.”

      “I couldn’t if I tried. But don’t be long.”

      Marcus walked to the door, stopped and looked back to where I lay naked and sprawled out on his chaise by the fireplace, and grinned. “Count on it.”

      

      TRUE TO HIS word, Marcus was quick, and after I’d cleaned up, he slid back in behind me on the longue and I snuggled into him, wriggling my ass into his lap.

      “Hmm, I haven’t felt this relaxed in a long time.”

      Marcus kissed behind my ear and hugged me close. “Then my mission is complete.”

      “Not quite. You said I’d fall asleep in your arms. I haven’t done that yet.”

      “Which is crazy with the day you had. Aren’t you tired?”

      “I am, but I’m also hyped up. It’s the audition tomorrow. I always get like this.”

      “I understand that. It’s like that when breaking news hits the air. You could be at it for hours, days even, and the adrenaline just kicks in.”

      “Yeah, that’s what Ryan always says. It’s that adrenaline.”

      “Exactly.”

      I looked back at him and gently kissed his lips. “Talk to me until I fall asleep?”

      “Okay, let me see.” Marcus pulled the blanket up over of us, and I cuddled into him. “I have a phone call set on Monday with Oliver Pritchard.”

      I chuckled. “That’s a very proper name.”

      “I suppose it is. He’s the CEO of the news broadcasting company interested in me out in L.A.”

      I whipped my head around. “L.A. as in Los Angeles?”

      “Yes. I thought you’d like to know before it happened this time.”

      The fact that he’d realized that and gone out of his way to tell me was a testament to how far we’d come. “Thank you. But wow, New York and Los Angeles are fighting over you? That’s pretty impressive, Mr. St. James. Wait a second—is a proper name a requirement to be someone high up in your business?”

      Marcus chuckled. “Not that I know of, and I wouldn’t say fighting per se—”

      “Okay, so throwing copious amounts of money at you.” I settled in his arms again and pulled the blanket back up. “And do you have a favorite yet?”

      “Well, so far I’ve only talked to New York.”

      “Oh, true.” I frowned and was glad my back was to him. New York was one thing, but L.A. was even further away. I wasn’t going to think about that, though, not until I had to. “And you think this Oliver Pritchard is going to try to entice you Monday?”

      “He can try, but honestly, New York’s offer is going to be hard to beat.”

      I was thrilled to hear that but curious as to his reasoning. “You have something against the sun all year round?”

      “As weird as that sounds, yes. I’m a Chicagoan, born and bred. I can’t imagine a winter without snow. It just wouldn’t feel like home.”

      “That’s not weird, it’s nostalgia.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” Marcus hugged me in tight, kissing my cheek. “Okay, that’s enough talk. You have a big day tomorrow. You need some sleep.”

      He was right—my eyes were feeling heavy now, and my arms and legs felt languid. “Marcus?”

      “Yes?”

      As I drifted off to the sound of the crackling fire and his steady heartbeat, I whispered into the dwindling light, “This feels like home to me…”
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      A KNOCK ON my office door made me look up from my computer and glance at the clock on the wall. It was Monday morning, and I was still recovering from the weekend’s excitement, when Gabe had nailed his audition and formally been asked to join the CSO’s summer program.

      I was definitely feeling my forty-two years this morning. It was only ten, but it felt as though I’d been here for days.

      “Come in,” I called out as I sat back in my chair.

      Carmen made her way inside and closed the door behind her. “Sorry to bother you, sir—”

      “It’s no bother, Carmen. What can I do for you?”

      She gave a tentative smile. “Ian just called from Ms. Tennant’s office, and she requested a meeting with you.”

      “For when?”

      “Um, now?”

      Okay, that was different. I wasn’t generally summoned anywhere, and Gloria usually gave notice of any kind of meeting. So this demand was an interesting one to say the least. “Now?”

      “Yes.” Carmen nodded. “She said to ask that you come upstairs immediately.”

      I had a million and one things to do today, so taking thirty minutes—or however long Gloria wanted to talk—out of that schedule was only going to put me behind.

      “I’ve already rescheduled your meeting at ten thirty for later this afternoon, so you’re free until twelve.” Bless Carmen. I didn’t know what I’d do without her. “Then you have that conference call with Mr. Pritchard.”

      L.A., yes, I hadn’t forgotten about that. I got to my feet and tossed my pen on the desk. “Call Ian, let him know I’m on my way up.”

      Carmen gave a clipped nod and then left. I slipped my phone in my pocket and then buttoned my jacket. Once I felt I was presentable for our CEO and owner, I headed down to the private elevator.

      When I reached Gloria’s floor, Ian stood from behind his desk and flashed a welcoming smile. There was never any waiting in the lobby for me when it came to seeing Gloria, just an open door and the knowledge that I’d earned the right to walk through it.

      “Good morning, Mr. St. James.”

      “Ian.”

      “She’s waiting for you.”

      I nodded and headed straight for Gloria’s office, and when I stepped through the door and saw her sitting at the large conference table in the center of the room, I was shocked to see her new lawyer and Gabe’s boss—Logan Mitchell—sitting beside her.

      “Marcus,” she said in greeting as she got to her feet. “I’m so glad you could make it.”

      Funny the things we say for the sake of polite conversation, because while I was sure she was glad that I could make it, she also knew I didn’t have a choice in the matter. If the owner of the company you worked for requested a meeting, you bet your ass you better show up, no matter what you had to do to accomplish it.

      “Of course.” I shifted my eyes to the man seated beside her.

      “You remember Mr. Mitchell, don’t you?” Gloria looked to her new lawyer. “I know the meeting was brief, but from what I understand, you did meet before you got called back to the station that first day, did you not?”

      “We did,” I said, and wondered if Logan had let on about the mishap that happened the day I showed up at his office. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      Logan held his hand out, and I shook it. “You too. It was such a shame our last meeting was cut short. I always like to get a feel for the people who are going to be…closely associated with my name.”

      I narrowed my eyes, and his arrogant smirk bore an uncanny resemblance to a certain young man I knew. No wonder Gabe liked working for this guy—they were like two smart-ass peas in a pod.

      “Yes, well, sometimes situations come up that are out of our control.”

      Logan nodded as we all took a seat. “True, but in my experience, that’s when things are the most exciting.”

      “Which brings us to today.” Gloria clasped her hands on the large desk. “I’m done playing nice, Marcus. Done playing this I’ll wait and see where his head’s at deal. I know about New York and I’ve heard rumblings about L.A.—though you don’t really strike me as L.A.—and it’s time I put my two cents in, or should I say millions, before you make any decisions.”

      So here it was, the Chicago offer. I was actually surprised it had taken Gloria this long to grill me about my intentions, but it seemed my time was up.

      Logan opened a folder and slid several pieces of paper across the desk. “This is the new contract and terms Tennant Broadcasting is prepared to offer you to stay here at ENN.”

      I reached for the papers and began to flick through them.

      “I’d like to set up a formal meeting with you and your lawyer within the next couple of weeks,” Gloria said. “To go over the details and any kind of negotiations you may wish to make. Everything would remain as is except for your salary. We’re prepared to offer a raise to your original amount, to keep you here in Chicago.”

      The number that jumped off the page was enticing to say the least. Gloria was going all in, and while she didn’t know what New York had offered, she was well aware Giles would be playing hardball.

      “This is very generous.” I looked at my long-term employer and friend and knew I had a lot to think about.

      “I believe in being generous to those who are hardworking and loyal to me, and I can’t think of anyone who exemplifies that more. Trying to replace you would be an impossible task, one I don’t particularly want to deal with. Not only would I be searching for someone who is obsessed with running a cable news program, I’d also be looking for someone equally concerned with generating ratings and keeping ENN at the standard you have raised it to. You command fierce loyalty and respect amongst your staff, Marcus, and quite honestly, you keep them all in line.”

      “I appreciate that. You know I consider ENN family, and I will take everything you’ve said into consideration as I look over these contracts in more detail.”

      Gloria nodded, her expression neutral now that she’d said her piece. She’d laid all her cards on the table and shown me her hand. Now I just had to decide if it was one I wanted to take another four-year gamble on.

      I gathered up the papers and got to my feet. “It’s hard to believe that it’s been eight years already.”

      “Let’s make it twelve.”

      I smiled at her tenacity, but wasn’t about to make any impulsive decisions. “I’ll be in touch once I look these over and talk to my lawyer.”

      Both Gloria and Logan got to their feet, and as I left the room, I couldn’t help but think how glad I would be when this was all over. I felt like a pinball right now, bouncing around the machine with numbers and places lighting up the board. New York, Chicago, and, this afternoon, Los Angeles.

      I was extremely lucky, I knew that, and usually I’d already know where my head was at. But the pressure to make the right decision this time around was a weight that felt unusually heavy, and for the first time ever, I found myself considering another person in this equation. A person I needed to talk to, and since that was what my gut was telling me to do, that was exactly what I did.
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      “I’LL BE SENDING the full guest list over this afternoon. If you have any questions, just let me know.”

      The partners had finally narrowed down their client lists and decided on the invitation format for the event they had planned, and today I was getting the final order in so we could get them out and into people’s mailboxes.

      “Sounds good. I can have these ready by Wednesday?”

      “That’s perfect, Angie.”

      “Very good. I’ll see you Wednesday, Mr. Romero.”

      “I’ll see you then, and thanks again.”

      “Anytime.”

      I hung up the phone and read over the final email to send her way, then I attached the guest list and hit send. It was going to be a big night from what I was told, and the venue Mr. Madison had decided on looked amazing.

      The Murphy Chicago. I’d never been there before, but after looking at their website and images online, I couldn’t wait to check the place out. It was super fancy, as in black-tie fancy, and I was still trying to decide if asking Marcus to save a date this far in advance would jinx us.

      So far, we’d been taking things day by day, and that was what felt right for us. Our relationship was like a whirlwind, with everything moving at a rapid pace. We weren’t the kind to plan and wait for things to happen. We were go-getters, action takers, and so far, we’d both been interested in getting each other.

      I had to admit, for someone who hadn’t dated—or been interested in it—over the past however many years, Marcus was a quick study when it came to honing the skill. He’d been the perfect gentleman when meeting my parents: kind, polite, and one hundred percent respectful. He was smart and engaging, and my parents had instantly warmed to him to the point where my mom had hearts flashing in her eyes.

      Not that I could blame her. Marcus was the total package. He was everything I’d ever wanted, and in some brilliant twist of fate, it appeared that he felt the same way about me.

      Life was pretty amazing right now, and I wasn’t about to question it. Sure, there were a few things up in the air, but I’d worry about those later. For now, I was just going to trust the journey—and also do everything in my power to make myself so damn irresistible he’d never want to leave.

      I glanced at the clock to see it was coming up on ten thirty and decided it was time for another coffee. Logan should be getting back any minute now. He’d called earlier this morning to say he’d be making a quick stop at a client’s workplace, and to expect him sometime around eleven.

      I was on my way to the breakroom when my phone buzzed in my pocket, and I finished it out and saw a message from Marcus.

      Do you have a minute?

      I frowned, thinking that sounded like he wanted to talk and suddenly wondering if my optimism from seconds ago was grossly misplaced.

      I do. I was just making a coffee. Can I call in a second?

      Please, we need to talk.

      Curious now more than ever, I entered the breakroom and filled the coffee machine with freshly ground coffee before I pulled up Marcus’s number and called.

      He answered almost as soon as it rang. “Thanks for calling.”

      “You never have to thank me for that.”

      “Whether I have to or not, I appreciate you taking my call. I wasn’t sure if you’d be tied up or not.”

      “The only time I ever want to be tied up is if you’re involved, and since you aren’t here…”

      Marcus chuckled, and my nerves from a second ago eased slightly. He wouldn’t be laughing if something was wrong, right?

      “Good point. Maybe we can look into that.”

      My cock liked that suggestion, and I couldn’t stop my groan as I imagined how damn hot it would be to be tied up and at Marcus’s mercy.

      “We most definitely should. But somehow, I don’t think that’s why you wanted me to call. I mean, if it is, I’d be more than happy to discuss that with you.”

      “That’s not why I called you. No.”

      “Ah, and here I was getting my hopes up…among other things.”

      “You’re incorrigible.”

      “And you’re hot. So imagining you tying me up was bound to get me excited. You only have yourself to blame.” I grabbed a mug to put under the coffee spout, then hit brew. “But you’ve completely sidetracked me. What were you calling about?”

      Marcus cleared his throat, and I could imagine his lips pulled into a tight, serious line as he tried to regain his focus. Damn, I loved the fact that I could shake it so much.

      “Did you know your boss was over here this morning?”

      Logan? “Uh, no?”

      “Yes, he stopped by to have a meeting with me.”

      “With you? Is everything okay?”

      “It is. But it’s something I need to talk to you about in more detail tonight. Are you free?”

      Wait…what did that mean? That he needed to talk to me? About what? Shit. Had Logan found out we were dating and decided it was a conflict of interest or something? That seemed a little drastic, considering there was really nothing work related between Marcus and me, but what else could he be talking about that involved me?

      “Uh, yeah, I’m free, and dinner sounds great. But can you tell me what this about?”

      “I can, yes, it’s—” A knock on the door interrupted him, and he asked me to hold a second. As he spoke to Carmen, my mind began to formulate dozens of different scenarios in which Logan might see our relationship as a problem, but each and every one of them seemed ridiculous to me.

      “Sorry, but I have to go,” Marcus said a couple of minutes later. “We’ll talk tonight. Does seven work for you? I know you need to practice.”

      “Seven is fine.” But I’d drive myself batshit crazy until then.

      “Okay, I’ll pick you up then.”

      “Okay. See you tonight.”

      Marcus ended the call, and I stood there staring at the screen, wondering what the hell was going to happen at dinner tonight, because if he needed to talk to me in person about it, I couldn’t imagine it was anything good.

      Like a man in a trance, I walked out of the breakroom and back to my desk, and it wasn’t until I took a seat at my computer and looked at my empty coaster that I realized I’d completely forgotten my coffee.

      

      BY THE TIME Logan made it back to the office, I’d worked myself into an indignant kind of fury. It was well after one, and he’d had meetings all morning and decided to take lunch out. But as he walked down the hall now with his phone in hand, I replayed the speech I’d been practicing in my head ever since my conversation with Marcus.

      I loved this job. It was the best thing that could’ve happened to me in the aftermath of my accident. But if Logan thought he could dictate who I saw outside of this office, then this wasn’t the place for me.

      There was absolutely no reason that I could think of why I should have to break up with Marcus. We didn’t even talk about work once we left it, and the idea that they’d sat in a meeting somewhere to tell him that made me annoyed all over again.

      “Good afternoon, Gabe. I trust you had a good morning.” Logan flashed a smile in my direction, but when I looked up from my computer, all I could seem to muster was a tight-lipped smile. “Or maybe not…?”

      “It was fine.”

      “Fine? You were positively glowing with your good mood this morning. What happened between then and now?”

      “Nothing.”

      When I looked back to my screen, Logan placed his briefcase on my desk, clearly not done with me just yet.

      “Okay, I’m not usually one to pry when it appears someone’s in a bad mood. But when it seems that mood is directly correlated to me, I’m going to ask questions. So what’s going on?”

      Deciding I might as well tell him now and get this over with one way or another, I got to my feet, ready to face whatever happened.

      “I heard about where you went this morning, and I just want to let it be known that I don’t appreciate my private life being discussed behind my back.”

      Logan narrowed his eyes. “Your…private life?”

      I gave a clipped nod. “Yes.”

      Logan picked up his briefcase and walked to his office door, then looked back at me. “Step into my office, please, Mr. Romero. I think we should talk.”

      Not about to back down now, I squared my shoulders and kept my eyes forward as I passed by Logan. Once I was inside, I came to a stop behind the chair I’d once sat in to interview for this job. Logan took a seat and indicated that I do the same, and I did as I was told.

      “Okay, why don’t we start this conversation over again just so I’ve got the facts straight—or not so straight, all things considered. You think that I was out discussing your private life this morning?”

      I straightened in my seat as though there was a stick attached to my spine. “That’s right, and I don’t appreciate my relationship being talked about as though it’s a problem that needs to be dealt with.”

      I could hear the cool edge to my voice but couldn’t seem to rein it in. The idea of Marcus breaking up with me because his boss told him to continued to circle in my head.

      “And who exactly do you think I’ve been discussing this with?”

      “Ms. Tennant.”

      “Gloria Tennant?” Logan frowned and sat back in his seat, steepling his fingers over his chest. “I’m confused. Why would I be discussing your personal life with Gloria Tennant?”

      “Because I’m dating one of her employees.”

      “You are?”

      I faltered a little, but my defiance was in full swing now, and there was now stopping me from making my point. “Yes. Marcus St. James.”

      Logan’s eyes widened a fraction, but then he seemed to catch himself. “You’re dating Marcus St. James?”

      “I am.” I sprang to my feet for added emphasis. “And I don’t see how that should have any impact on my job here.”

      “Good. Because neither do I.”

      “We don’t even talk about our jobs. Once we leave work, that’s—” Wait a second, did Logan just say good?

      Then what was that meeting about this morning? What did Marcus need to speak to me about? And holy shit—I grimaced and looked at Logan, who was eyeing me with a look I couldn’t quite decipher—did I really just announce my relationship with Marcus when there’d been no need to?

      “So,” Logan drawled. “The Almighty finally has a name.”

      “Oh my God.” I fell into the seat and covered my face with my hands.

      “My point exactly.”

      “No. Oh my God, I’m such an idiot.”

      “Well, yes, but most people are when they’re head over heels in love.”

      I dropped my hands from my face and aimed a disbelieving look in his direction. “I’m not in love.”

      “Really? So you were willing to risk your job on the off chance I didn’t approve of the fact you were tearing up the sheets with the president of ENN.”

      I opened my mouth to refute that, but when nothing came out, Logan chuckled.

      “Uh huh. Well, while you let that marinate for a second, I’m going to go ahead and clear a few things up for you. Yes, I was over talking to Ms. Tennant today. We had a meeting with Mr. St. James, which I’m assuming you already know. What you don’t obviously know is what it was about, but I can assure you it had nothing to do with you getting naked with the man. Although”—Logan nodded—“bravo.”

      “I, um—”

      “Don’t know what to say? Take a minute, compose yourself, and let’s go back a few steps to where I came in from lunch and said, ‘Good afternoon. I trust you had a good morning.’”

      I offered up what I was sure was a weak excuse for a smile. “It was great. I got all of the invitations ordered and will be picking them up on Wednesday.”

      “Very good. Anything else I should know?”

      That I’m a complete and utter idiot? Seriously, was I trying to get fired? I didn’t think so. But since I’d already dug myself into a gigantic hole, I might as well tell him about the symphony, right?

      What was that I was saying about my life being pretty damn good?

      “Actually…”

      Logan raised a brow, and yeah, I couldn’t believe I was still talking either.

      “I did want to speak to you about something.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, um, you know how I told you I was in school and had to drop out?” Logan’s eyes narrowed, and I ordered myself not to fidget. “It was because of an accident.”

      “An accident?”

      I nodded. “I fell off a motorbike and damaged my hand.”

      “Fucking motorbikes. Why in the hell anyone chooses to ride one of those damn things, I will never know.”

      My eyes widened, and I noticed the strained expression on his face.

      When I didn’t continue, Logan muttered, “Sorry, Tate had a horrendous accident years ago, and it’s never really left me.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.”

      “It’s fine. It’s just whenever I think about it, I…” Logan ran a hand through his hair and looked away from me before seeming to compose himself. “Sorry, you were saying?”

      “I had an accident and it damaged my hand, and since I was in school for a degree in the arts—specifically music and the cello—I lost my scholarship.”

      “You play the cello?”

      “I do.” I nodded. “And that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I’ve been offered a temporary seat in the summer season program with the Chicago Symphony. It wouldn’t interfere with this job—performances are in the evening, and we only have two weekend sit-down read-throughs and rehearsals. I just wanted to be upfront with you and let you know that I was accepted yesterday.”

      Logan eyed me closely, and I knew what he was thinking. Was I planning to leave and pursue my music anytime soon? So I wanted to reassure him of where I stood with that.

      “I love music. It’s my passion, my dream, to be up on the stage and play for a crowd. But there’s no way I can physically do that yet. It’s going to take at least a good year, to a year and a half, before I have the ability to keep up that pace fulltime. This summer job is a step in that direction, though, and I thought you should know.”

      Logan sat forward and clasped his hands on the table, and I braced myself for whatever he was going to say next.

      “Do I get front-row tickets?”

      Not sure I heard him right, I blinked a couple of times. “Wh…what?”

      “Tickets. Will you reserve them for me?”

      “I… Yes, of course.”

      “Good. It’ll be a good excuse to get Tate in a tux.” He grinned. “Relax, Gabe. I knew when I hired you this was a temporary stop in your journey. You told me you wanted to go back to school. I just didn’t realize what for. I’m not going to stand in the way of you doing something you love. But while you work here, I expect your full focus.”

      “Of course.”

      “And when you stop working here—whenever that might be—I expect you to keep in touch. Here at Mitchell & Madison, we’re family. We don’t only work together, we laugh and argue together. Just keep me in the loop and we won’t have a problem.”

      Feeling as though a weight had been lifted, I smiled and got to my feet.

      “Oh, and one other thing. I married one of our clients’ ex-husbands.” Logan winked at me. “I don’t care who you date. Just don’t let it interfere with your job.”

      Message received, and before I said anything else stupid, I hightailed it out of his office like my ass was on fire.
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      WHEN FRANKLIN PULLED up at the curb of my house later in the evening, Gabe was standing out the front waiting for me. He’d spent the afternoon in the library practicing, as I’d invited him to, and was now looking relaxed and gorgeous as ever in a pair of jeans and a black button-up shirt.

      When he climbed in the back seat of the Escalade and shut the door behind him, I wanted to haul him into my lap. I was about to greet him when he leaned over the middle seat, but just when I thought he was about to kiss me, he socked me one right in the arm.

      “What the—”

      “That was for being all cryptic and freaking me the hell out today.”

      “Excuse me?” I rubbed at my bicep as Gabe continued to glare at me.

      “Your vague phone call with me? It went something like this: ‘I had a meeting with your boss today and we need to talk.’ Then you hung up before you could tell me what it was about.”

      I ran over the phone call I’d had with Gabe and realized he was right. While I hadn’t been cryptic on purpose, I hadn’t gone into detail, either. I’d been interrupted. “Okay, you’re right. But why are you freaking out?”

      “Because I thought it was about us and went and told Logan that it was none of his business who I date and that I wouldn’t break up with you just because he wanted me to.”

      I frowned, trying my best to keep up. “He wanted you to break up with me?”

      “No. Ugh. I thought he wanted me to because you freaked me out.”

      Gabe socked me again, but this time I was ready for him. I grabbed hold of his fist and quickly yanked him across the back seat.

      “Do that again, and my threat of tying you up earlier just might come true.”

      Gabe’s eyes darkened and then dropped to my lips. “I made a fool out of myself today.”

      “I don’t know about that. I kind of like that you weren’t willing to give me up for the sake of your job. It shows commitment.”

      Gabe arched an eyebrow. “Well, don’t think the thought didn’t cross my mind. I do have to eat, you know.”

      “You don’t need to worry about that,” I said, my lips twitching. “Ramen’s cheap, and you know how to cook that.”

      “It’s not funny. I looked like an idiot.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t—”

      “I did. But why else would Logan be there talking to you?”

      I drew my thumb across his lower lip. “Logan and Gloria. They were talking to me because of my contract.”

      The color drained from Gabe’s face. “Oh God. I really am an idiot.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Uh, yeah, I am.” He flopped back in his seat and rubbed his face. “That didn’t even cross my mind. Why didn’t I think of that?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek in an effort not to laugh. “Why would it?”

      Gabe gave me a droll look, as if to say, Don’t even try to make me feel better.

      “Would you like to punch me again?”

      Gabe sighed and dropped his head back on the headrest. “No. But if you want to make me feel like less of a fool in front of my boss, I have a work function coming up and was wondering if—”

      “Yes.”

      “I didn’t even finish asking.”

      I shrugged. “The answer is still yes. Just send me the details and I’ll be there.”

      Gabe looked at me, a silly grin on his face. “Okay, I feel less moronic now.”

      “Would you stop calling yourself names?”

      “Fine, but wherever we’re going for dinner, can you make sure they serve alcohol? I’ve had a day.”

      I chuckled and took his hand. “Definitely.”

      

      ONE FROZEN STRAWBERRY margarita later, Gabe looked much more relaxed than he had when we walked into the little hole-in-the-wall Mexican restaurant. With a never-ending basket of tortilla chips, salsa, and guacamole, he seemed quite content now as he perused the menu—and I was content to watch him.

      All day I’d been thinking about how to best approach this subject with Gabe. He knew I was in talks about where I was going to work after my contract at ENN was up. We’d touched on the subject here and there, but with things moving as fast as they were, I knew this was a discussion we had to have in detail sooner rather than later.

      “Have you decided what you’d like?”

      Gabe looked at me over the menu and pursed his lips. “Depends.”

      “On?”

      “How do you feel about steak?”

      “Favorably.”

      “Hmm…” He leaned over the table toward me. “Would you like to share with me?”

      My eyes dropped to his lips, and I nodded. “Always.”

      “We’re in a public restaurant, Mr. St. James. Stop looking at me like I’m on the menu.”

      “Is that what I’m doing?”

      “My dick sure thinks so.”

      I laughed and sat back, away from temptation. Then I gestured to the menu. “What are you thinking?”

      “Steak fajitas for two?”

      “Sounds great.”

      “Perfect.” Gabe shut the menu. “Also, I’m paying tonight.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “I am.”

      “Gabe, no.”

      “If you don’t let me pay tonight, I won’t let you kiss me.”

      I was about to argue further, but then the sexy little shit bit down on his lip, and I knew when I was beat.

      “Fine. You can pay.”

      “Thank you.” Gabe took a sip of his drink and ordered for us when the waiter showed up, then he sat back and eyed me closely. “Okay, I think I’ve calmed my nerves from earlier, so, what do you need to talk to me about?”

      I picked up my beer and took a swig, then relaxed back into the booth. “You already know some of it. I had a meeting today with Gloria and her lawyer—”

      “Yeah, that part’s ringing a loud bell.”

      I smirked. “Well, as you know, I’d been waiting to see if Gloria would make a move regarding my renegotiation, and today she finally did.”

      “Wow.” Gabe paused with a chip midway to his mouth. “So that means you now have an offer from New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago.”

      “No.”

      Gabe frowned and popped the chip into his mouth. “No?”

      “After talking to Gloria today, and then speaking to Oliver directly after, L.A. is definitely off the table. No one can accuse Gloria of being shy and retiring. She found out I was due to talk with Oliver and swooped in with her deal to undercut him.”

      Gabe chuckled and took another sip of his drink. “Who knew the broadcasting industry was so cutthroat?”

      “It can be extremely cutthroat. Especially when someone’s in demand.”

      “He says with complete modesty.”

      “It’s the truth. Don’t act like you aren’t as aware of your worth as I am mine.”

      “Oh, I’m not. I think it’s hot.”

      “Of course you do.”

      Gabe winked at me. “So, Gloria’s offer, it was a good one?”

      I nodded. “It’s very enticing, yes. But then again, so is New York.”

      The waiter came out at that moment holding a sizzling platter with strips of steak steaming up one side of the plate, and rice and beans on the other. He slid it down in the middle of the table and then took two containers from the woman behind him and placed them in front of us, along with a plate full of salsa, guacamole, and cheese. “Enjoy.”

      “Thank you,” Gabe and I said at the same time, and as the waiter walked away, I gestured for Gabe to go first.

      He took the lid off the tortillas and began to load one up, and then it was my turn. We each took a couple bites, and when the edge of hunger was taken off, Gabe sat back and looked at me. “So, okay, you’ve narrowed it down to New York or Chicago.”

      I glanced over the table, not really knowing what to expect from him when discussing this. Here we were at the beginnings of what could be the most serious relationship I’d ever had in my life, and yet we were discussing the possibility of me moving away.

      He seemed so calm about it, so levelheaded, and for some reason, that bothered me. “Yes. It would be one or the other.”

      “And is there one that’s really calling to you?”

      “Honestly?”

      Gabe nodded.

      “I’ve never lived in New York, so I don’t really have an opinion either way.”

      “But it’s New York. Doesn’t everyone want to visit New York?”

      “I suppose, but this isn’t a vacation. It’s not like I’ll be out sightseeing. It’s for a job.”

      Gabe scoffed and took another bite of his fajita. “Uh, isn’t it a four-year contract? That’s not a job; that’s a small percentage of your life. You can’t make a decision based off the idea that you’re going to go to work every hour of every day and never go anywhere else.”

      “Why not? That’s pretty much what I’d be doing.”

      “No way. Not in New York it’s not. You need to make an informed decision. You need to see if it’s a city that calls to you.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “And how do you propose I do that? Giles wants an answer, and soon.”

      Gabe grinned and gave a carefree shrug. “We go visit. This weekend. We leave Friday and come back late Sunday. We experience New York and see what you think.”

      Okay, that was the last thing I’d expected him to say. “This weekend? Isn’t that slightly impulsive?”

      “I’m twenty-two—impulsive is my second name. It’s also been the foundation of our entire relationship, and so far that’s worked out pretty good, hasn’t it?”

      “You have a point.”

      “Of course I do. I’m wise, remember? You told me that.”

      “You’re also smart, gorgeous, and too damn sexy for your own good.”

      “So does that mean you’ll fly away with me this weekend?”

      I must’ve been out of my mind, but… “I’ll book the tickets.”
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      “WHAT IS IT with broadcasting and really big buildings? Is it, like, a phallic thing?” I looked at Marcus standing beside me on this beautiful Saturday morning and still couldn’t believe I’d convinced him to pick up and fly to New York on the spur of the moment.

      But here we were, standing outside the Summit Broadcasting Building where Marcus would run the news division, if he said yes to Giles Vanderhall’s offer.

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Gloria’s a female.”

      “Oh, you’re right,” I said as Marcus took my hand and led me inside the lobby and to the security checkpoint. “But her father wasn’t, and he was the original Tennant, wasn’t he?”

      “You would be correct.”

      “See?” I stepped through a metal detector and smiled at the guard, and when Marcus did the same, I continued on. “So, my question remains. Is it a phallic thing? Like, the bigger the company, the bigger the building? Because if that’s also a requirement for their president, well…” I ran my eyes over Marcus’s sports jacket, down past his trim waist, and zeroed in on the zipper of his navy pants. “They’re certainly interviewing the right man.”

      Marcus’s lips crooked to the side as he took my hand and led me into the elevator, and as luck would have it, the door slid shut with just the two of us.

      “I’m not sure that’s why they’re interested in me. But I’m not that upset that it’s one of the reasons you are.”

      “Mr. St. James, are you implying that I only like you because you have a really big—” My back bumped into the rail of the elevator and Marcus took my chin in his hand.

      “Big what?”

      I flashed a teasing grin and flattened my hands on his stomach, before smoothing one down to cop a feel. “Ego.”

      Marcus chuckled. “Is that what that is?”

      “Mhmm.” I stroked him a little harder, his shaft stiffening under my palm as the elevator traveled to the forty-fifth floor. “But to answer your question, that’s only one of the reasons I like you. Granted, it’s a big one, and one that’s continuing to grow with every passing second. But you have a lot of other things going for you.”

      Marcus stilled my hand and pinned it to the wall. “Such as?”

      I made a show of thinking extra hard and then said, “Well…there’s Franklin.”

      Marcus narrowed his eyes and brushed his lips over mine. “Troublemaker.”

      I nipped at his lower lip and then entwined my fingers with his. Then I leaned into his shoulder and angled my head up so I was looking him in the eye. “Yeah, but I’m your troublemaker.”

      “That you are.” Marcus brought our hands to his lips and kissed my knuckles.

      When the elevator came to a stop, we exited into a large lobby that had a café and observation deck off to one side and offices on the other, and directly in front of us was a magnificent view of the Empire State Building.

      Holy shit, this was some piece of real estate.

      “Impressive, isn’t it?”

      Well, considering I was still trying to pick my jaw up off the floor, that was a firm yes.

      “The executive buildings are few more floors up—”

      Of course they were.

      “—but they’re shut today, since it’s Saturday. This gives you a good idea of where I’d be, though, day in and day out.”

      Wow—I mean, Marcus’s office in Chicago was pretty spectacular, but this was on a whole other level. I had to imagine that whatever Giles Vanderhall was offering in the hopes of luring Marcus away was extraordinary if this view was part of the deal. And while the idea of him leaving made my stomach tighten and my heart ache, I also couldn’t help but feel excited and proud of him.

      Marcus had worked his ass off to get where he was today, and to be offered the opportunity to not only work in but run the news division in New York was huge. I knew that, and I wasn’t even in the industry.

      “Come.” Marcus held his hand out. “Let’s go look.”

      I followed him out onto the observation deck, and if I’d thought the view inside was stunning, that was nothing compared to this. The café had several tables that sat out on the deck, but Marcus and I made our way over to the heavy railing enclosed by a mesh wire cage—much like that of the iconic building several blocks up from us.

      Once I’d taken a moment to drink in the view out in front of me, I turned to the man beside me. The wind gently ruffled his blond hair, and I couldn’t help but take a snapshot of him with my mind. With his striking jaw line and intense, narrowed eyes, Marcus looked powerful, almost majestic, like he owned all he was currently looking at.

      “So here’s a question for you. Once you get over the fact that you’re practically the king of the world up here”—Marcus turned to eye me, brow raised—“would the job here differ in any way from the one back in Chicago? Is there more stress? Less? Is there any kind of learning curve? I mean, you’ve been doing this a long time in the same city now—eight years, right? Are you ready to take on something brand new?”

      Marcus slipped his hands into his pockets and looked back at the sprawling city in front of us. “This position would definitely present more challenges. Giles is looking for an overhaul of the network. He’s seen what I’ve accomplished in my years at ENN, and he wants to get his network up to that standard. That means long hours and a change-up of the staff, which always causes stress at first, but eventually settles down. It’s the kind of opportunity I was given in Chicago—free rein. That rarely comes along once, but twice? That’s almost unheard of.”

      I didn’t doubt it. Marcus’s resumé was already impressive, but if he added an overhaul of Summit’s ratings the way he had ENN’s, his name as the number one powerhouse in broadcast news programming would be solidified.

      I took in a deep breath, turned to look out at the buildings surrounding us, and tried to imagine a scenario in which Marcus lived here and I lived in Chicago and we still somehow managed to see one another.

      It seemed difficult but not impossible, and I couldn’t help but wonder what Marcus’s thoughts would be.

      “Can I ask you something?” I said. “And I want you to be honest.”

      “Of course.”

      “Would you ever consider a long-distance relationship?”

      Marcus reached for my hand and tugged on it, urging me to face him, and as I stared into his solemn eyes, I already knew the answer.

      “No. But I’d consider you.” My chest tightened as the pain from that answer cut deep, then he took a step toward me and reached for my chin. “In fact, you’re the only thing I seem to be considering.”

      His face blurred as I stared into it, knowing I could never ask him what I wanted to more than anything else—to pick me. Instead, I swallowed and blinked back the tears. “You really shouldn’t. This is your job, your career—”

      “And you are my boyfriend. Or so I’m told.”

      I bit down into my bottom lip and tried to bank the emotions bubbling up inside me, because while I was thrilled that he was thinking about me in any capacity, I also didn’t want to be the reason he missed out on a career-changing opportunity.

      “Is New York something you’d ever think about?”

      “As in to live?”

      Marcus nodded, and nothing could’ve shocked me more.

      “I…I hadn’t thought about it. I mean, do you want me to think about it?”

      He stared back at me for what felt like hours—but realistically was less than a minute—then let me go to look back out at the view. “There’s the New York Music Conservatory here, and the New York Philharmonic. Could Vogt put in a good word or reference for you? Is that something music directors do?”

      My eyes widened. He’d clearly thought about this.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to spring that on you or make you feel pressured.”

      “You didn’t. I mean, you surprised me, but I don’t feel pressured.” I took his hand and wound it around the back of my waist until he was holding me.

      “Forget I mentioned it,” he said, and the almost-shy look on his face made my heart soften. “I was just thinking out loud.”

      “I’m not going to forget it, I—”

      “Gabe? It’s fine, really.”

      “Okay, I’ll let it go for now, but we’re not done with this,” I said, sensing Marcus’s unease. I wondered if that was due to him feeling vulnerable for opening up the way he just had, or from my lack of answer. Either way, I didn’t want him to feel uncomfortable, so I let it go…for now.

      “How about we do this?” I rose up on my toes and pressed a kiss to his lips. “Now that we’ve seen where you’d be during your working hours, why don’t we go for a walk through town and then head back to the hotel and have rest before we head out for the night? I have the perfect thing in mind for Marcus St. James to do on a Saturday night.”

      Marcus tightened his arms around my waist and gave a halfhearted smile. “I’m assuming staying in bed with you isn’t an option?”

      “Maybe later in the night. But I’m curious what kind of trouble we can get up to in this town when the sun goes down.”

      “Of course you are, troublemaker.”

      “Mhmm.”

      “Do you promise it won’t be another axe-throwing bar?”

      “No.”

      Marcus shook his head. “I must be crazy, but lead the way, Mr. Romero. I’m going to trust you.”

      “Good.” I laughed and backed away, tugging on his hand. “Because I’m going to make this a night you’ll never forget.”
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      TURNED OUT GABE was right: tonight was proving to be fun. We’d taken a taxi from our hotel in the Upper East Side and gone to dinner at a sushi restaurant down in the West Village. Then we went for a stroll through the narrow streets that were lined with beautiful brownstones and got lost several times.

      Gabe assured me that was half of the adventure as he finally led us back out to the bustling main road that housed trendy shops, full-to-the-brim restaurants, and people out enjoying the gorgeous Saturday night, and since he was more the authority than I was, I followed his lead.

      It was the perfect blend of new establishments set amongst older architecture, and I had to admit, I never would’ve taken the time to come down here and explore.

      Gabe chatted animatedly by my side as we passed by each shop, coming up with question after question about what might be going on inside. Would we like it? Should we write it down for next time?

      He was full of curiosity, full of excitement, and being with him made me feel exactly the same way.

      “Sooo,” Gabe said as he hooked his arm through mine. “When you were in the shower tonight, I might’ve gotten us tickets to something.”

      I stopped in my tracks and pulled him to the side of the walkway, and the grin on his face was just this side of mischievous.

      “Oh, don’t look so worried. It’s nothing crazy.”

      “That’s not what I’m worried about. You need to be saving your money, Gabe, not spending it on me.”

      Gabe rolled his eyes and moved in to kiss me. “I let you pay for dinner, didn’t I?”

      Actually, he had, with no protest at all. “Which I now see is all part of your devious plan.”

      “Devious or not, you paid for dinner, so I’m paying for the show.”

      “Show?” I looked up the sidewalk, and all I saw were several small pubs and restaurants. “And where exactly is this show taking place?”

      He looked across the street to where there was a narrow awning with neon red lights on it: The Blue Haze.

      “The Blue Haze? That’s where we’re going? What is it?”

      “A surprise.” Gabe winked at me and then led me to the curb.

      Like the night at The Flying Hatchet, there was a line of people waiting outside a set of closed doors, and as Gabe walked us to the end of the queue, I looked for some kind of indication of what I was about to be subjected to.

      One thing for certain was that no one in this line was wearing any flannel.

      As we shuffled over to the edge of the sidewalk, Gabe clutched my arm and leaned up against me with a smile that would’ve melted ice.

      “What have you gotten us into?”

      He batted his lashes at me, and the coy look suited him almost as much as his bold arrogance. “I’m not telling. You said you were going to trust me.”

      “And I have, for dinner and our aimless stroll where we got lost several times.”

      “Now where’s your sense of adventure? We were exploring.”

      “Getting lost is exploring?”

      “Yes, it’s exploring with a twist.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Listen, you’ve trusted me this far and I’ve delivered, have I not?”

      “You have.”

      “Then have a little faith.”

      He was right. The whole point of this was to experience New York beyond working here, and I couldn’t think of a better person to do that with than the gorgeous man beside me.

      When the doors opened and people started to make their way inside, I was surprised to be ushered down a narrow set of red velvet stairs, but as we went, the photos on the walls began to shed some light.

      There were dozens of photographs, some black-and-white, some color, showing off Miles Davis, John Coltrane, and Elvin Jones. Names I knew from the record collection I had at home, names famous for jazz.

      “You brought us to a jazz club?” I said by Gabe’s ear.

      “I did.”

      Just when I thought he couldn’t be any more perfect, Gabe always managed to prove me wrong. I never would’ve thought of coming to a place like this, yet it was somewhere I felt totally at ease in.

      When we reached the lower level, Gabe handed over two tickets to the hostess. She smiled and gestured to the tables scattered all over the main floor facing a small and tightly packed stage.

      “Take a seat wherever you like. The show starts in fifteen minutes.”

      Gabe thanked her and then tugged on my hand, and as we stepped inside the low-lit club, I took a second to acknowledge the fact that I was now in the same room where many of the jazz greats had stood.

      “Marcus?”

      A little starstruck just from being here, I turned to Gabe and couldn’t stop my huge smile. “How did you know?”

      “That you’d like this?”

      “Yes.”

      “Uh, ’cause I snooped around your house.” Gabe gave me a cheeky smile, then laughed. “You have that stereo console in the library with all those jazz and classical records. I’m a music lover; I couldn’t help but look when I was in there.”

      Thank God he did, because now that I was here, I was really looking forward to this. We made our way through the tables and chairs until we got to a two-seater at the front and off to the side. Gabe glanced over his shoulder at me and raised a brow as if checking the spot was okay. I nodded.

      We took our seats, and as the room began to fill, waiters and waitresses began to approach the tables to take drink orders. Once we’d given ours, I leaned in and said by Gabe’s ear, “You are a constant surprise.”

      He turned so we were face to face, and his eyes glittered under the lights. “In a good way?”

      “In the very best way.”

      He closed the couple of inches separating us and tapped his cheek. “I’ll take a kiss as thanks.”

      I chuckled and moved in to do just that. He raised his phone and took a quick picture before he turned and caught my lips in a deep, passionate kiss.

      It wasn’t until the young woman who’d taken our order said, “Two dirty martinis?” that we managed to pull ourselves apart.

      Gabe looked past my shoulder and gave her smile that was a result of the sensual spell he’d just woven around me. Damn, it was difficult not to throw him down across the table.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Have a good night.”

      “Oh, we will.”

      I shook my head. “You’re shameless.”

      “What?”

      “Flashing that smile at her is just cruel.”

      Gabe nipped at my lower lip, and I hummed in the back of my throat.

      “And why’s that?”

      “Because the emotion behind it is mine.” I reached for his chin and angled his face so I could kiss along his jaw line. “In fact, all of you is mine. Don’t forget it.”

      Gabe shivered, and just then, the lights flashed and a reed-thin guy wearing jeans, a shirt, and a vest stepped up on stage behind the mic. He had a fedora on, pulled down low, and as he stared out into the crowd, everyone began to clap.

      “Welcome, welcome, everyone, to The Blue Haze. We hope you’re all in the mood for some sultry tunes tonight as Jimmy Falcon and the Milt Morgan Quartet take the stage. We also have a friend of Milt’s here with us tonight—”

      The man paused and scanned the room for a second, and when the spotlight flashed on our table, Gabe got to his feet.

      “There he is, my man Romero! He’s gonna see if he’s still got it when it comes to the double bass. So sit back, have a couple drinks, then maybe a couple more, and enjoy your night at The Blue Haze.”

      The crowd began to cheer, and as Gabe sat back down, I stared at him in wonder and shook my head. “Is there anything you can’t do?”

      “Play the trumpet.” He winked and flashed an impish grin. “I already told you that.”
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      THE RUSH I got from sharing the stage with Milt and his quartet again had me practically floating back to Marcus, who sat waiting for me with a smile that made my insides melt.

      He looked so sexy tonight that he made breathing hard whenever I looked at him, but that sure as hell hadn’t stopped me from taking my fill. I’d barely been able to keep my eyes off him during Jimmy’s set, and when Milt hit the stage, it was all I could do to keep my hands to myself and my attention on the show.

      I was in love. I’d suspected it for some time now but had been resisting putting a label on it because it felt too soon. But screw that. I’d known from the moment I set eyes on Marcus that I was done. That was why I’d been so disappointed when I thought that one night was all we would have. How was I ever going to find someone that lived up to him? As it turned out, I didn’t have to.

      When I reached our table, Marcus got to his feet clapping, and I made a dramatic bow before I wrapped my arms around his waist and he pulled me into his arms.

      “That was fantastic.” He laughed and kissed my cheek, and I couldn’t remember ever seeing him this cheerful. “So damn talented, aren’t you, Mr. Romero.”

      I leaned back to look him in the eye. “Oh, I have many talents.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      “Mhmm, let’s get out of here and I’ll show you.”

      Apparently ready to be alone as badly as I was, Marcus nodded and took my hand. We weaved our way between the tables and headed up the stairs and out onto the street, but before I got three steps out the door, Marcus whirled me around and took my lips in a kiss that I felt all the way down to my toes.

      I wound my arms around his neck and returned the embrace, but just as things were getting hot and heavy, I felt a drop of water hit the back of my hand. I looked up into the night sky, and a second later the heavens opened up and it was like God had turned on a faucet.

      Marcus cursed as a laugh of pure joy bubbled up out of me. I tipped my face back as the fat droplets continued to fall, and Marcus tugged on my hand, trying to pull me under the tiny awning of The Blue Haze. It was no use, though—it was packed already with the patrons who’d begun filing out after us. So I dashed over to the curb to hail a cab instead.

      Three yellow taxis later and one finally stopped for us. We slid in to the back seat fully soaked through, and when the cracked leather squelched underneath our asses, Marcus let out another long string of curses.

      “Where to?”

      “The Warwick,” Marcus grumbled—not impressed at all—and I snorted and fell back into the seat. “I don’t know what you find amusing about this. We look like drowned rats.”

      “That’s exactly what’s amusing about it.”

      Marcus ran a hand through his hair and then winced when he shifted on the seat, and that just set my hilarity off even more. I supposed this was a little undignified for a man who was used to traveling in chauffeured Escalades. But for me, it was just another memory to add to our adventures in New York.

      By the time we were dropped off at the front entrance of the hotel, the rain was falling even harder. It was like a freak hurricane had hit or something. We made a mad dash from the curb to the lobby door, which was pulled open by the doorman.

      I slowed my step the second we were inside, careful not to slip on the marble floor, and then we made our way to the elevators and swiped our suite key. When we finally reached the thirty-ninth floor, we stepped out into the hall, and Marcus pulled his shirt from his pants in an effort to peel the wet material from his skin.

      I fell back behind him, more than ready to watch the show, and I wasn’t disappointed. The minute he was inside, Marcus tossed the key on the entryway table then fished his wallet from one pocket and his phone from the other. Once they were free, he went to work on his shirt buttons, then he shrugged out of it and tossed it onto the bathroom floor.

      With his shirt off, Marcus’s broad shoulders were on full display. He reached for his belt buckle and then removed the rest of his clothing. He took a towel from the bathroom, and when he stepped back out into the suite, he seemed to realize how quiet I’d become and stopped and turned to see me standing just inside the room.

      “Ask me again.”

      Marcus froze, his eyes narrowing on me. For a second, I wondered if he understood what I was talking about. But I should’ve known better—Marcus didn’t miss a thing.

      “Would you ever think about moving to New York?”

      I pushed off the door, walked over, and placed a hand over his heart. “Yes.”

      He took my face between his hands. “Yes?”

      I nodded the best I could, my heart thumping a mile a minute, because we both knew that even though he was standing nearly naked, I was the one who was fully exposed right now.

      He swept his thumb along my cheek and then let out a sigh, and I knew whatever came next was not going to be what I wanted to hear.

      “I can’t ask you to do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Give up the symphony.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but Marcus put a finger to my lips.

      “Why haven’t you asked me to pick Chicago? You have a job there—two, actually—and yet here you are in New York showing me ways I could enjoy myself if this is where I decide to move. Why?”

      I blinked as I stared up at him, his eyes locked on mine and giving me no chance to hide as he waited for the answer I was afraid to say out loud.

      “Because I won’t be the one to ask you to turn down New York. Not when I know how hard you’ve worked to be given the opportunity.”

      Marcus’s lips quirked in an ironic smile, but there was a hint of sadness in his expression. “I know.”

      He slowly let me go and looked down at my wet clothes.

      “You really should get out of those before you catch a cold.”

      I nodded, and as he stepped away from me, I almost reached for him, scared that he was about disappear right before my very eyes. Instead, I headed into the bathroom and shut the door behind me. I needed a minute to myself. A minute where I could think about what had just been said, and what it all meant to me, to him, to us.

      I stripped out of my wet clothes and reached for one of the plush robes on the back of the door. Then I toweled off my hair and stared at myself in the mirror, and what I saw looking back scared me.

      I could see glimpses of the heartache, glimpses of the pain to come. Marcus and I were both determined to be at the top of our chosen fields, and while he was only one step away from his final destination, I was right at the beginning of mine. But I wasn’t going to be the one to end this, not until he walked away and told me this was over.

      In the span of a few hours, I’d not only fallen in love, I’d lost it. But when it came to me and Marcus, the speed with which that had occurred wasn’t shocking.

      I took in a deep breath and ran a hand through my hair. I needed to pull myself together. It wasn’t over yet. He wasn’t gone. He was in the room just outside this door, and I still had tomorrow to enjoy with him.

      I can do this…

      I stepped back into the room, and when I saw him standing over by the doors that led to the terrace, I took a second to just look at him. He’d turned all the lights off in the suite so the glow of the city cast a shadow of him on the wall, and the rigid set of his frame made me think of the first time I’d seen him. He’d been so strong in his solitary silence then, but he wasn’t alone tonight.

      I crossed the room, slid my arms around his waist, and laid my cheek on his naked shoulder.

      “All dried off?”

      “Sure am.” It seemed I wasn’t the only one choosing denial mode, but it was no use. The words were out there, the implications lingering between us, and while we had tonight and tomorrow, we couldn’t run from this forever.

      Marcus entwined his fingers with mine, and when he hugged me in tight, I whispered, “Marcus?”

      “Yes?”

      “I wish I was the kind of person who could ask you to pick Chicago.”

      He kissed my palm. “I don’t, because then you wouldn’t be you.”

      Silence fell amongst the shadows of the room, and as I stood there with nothing but the sound of the ticking clock on the wall, a tear rolled down my cheek. I couldn’t help but feel that we were running on borrowed time.
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      IT WAS LATE Sunday night by the time Franklin dropped me home, and when I kissed Marcus goodbye, I felt a sense of sorrow that I’d never felt before.

      I’d gone into this weekend with nothing but good intentions. I’d wanted to help Marcus with his decision in a purely impartial way. But as the days went on and the reality of him possibly moving really set in, I realized it wasn’t quite so easy to remain unbiased when your heart was on the line.

      “Well, hello, stranger.”

      I looked over to Ryan sitting on the couch with his feet propped up on the coffee table.

      “Have a good trip?”

      “Yeah, it was great.” I tried for my best smile and headed to my room, hoping to escape and crawl into bed.

      “Hey, where do you think you’re going? Get back here.”

      I winced and stopped in my doorway. I should’ve known better than to try to get past Ryan. He knew my moods better than most, and he also knew when I was trying to brush him off. I slowly turned and braced myself for what I knew was coming.

      He crossed his arms and eyed me closely. “What’s going on here? You just got back from a whirlwind trip to New York with your bigwig boyfriend. Why do you look like someone rained all over your parade while you were there?”

      Appropriate, considering the Saturday night downpour.

      “Wait a second.” Ryan reached for my arm and squeezed. “Are you two okay? You didn’t break up, did you?”

      “No. If anything, the opposite happened.”

      Ryan frowned. “The opposite? What’s the opposite of breaking up?”

      I let out a sigh, knowing there was no way I was getting out of this conversation now. “I fell in love.”

      Ryan blinked at me, and when it was clear no words were about to come out, I abandoned my carry-on by my door in favor of getting myself a drink. From memory, Ryan had a bottle of vodka in the freezer.

      “Did you just say—”

      “That I’m in love with your boss’s boss? Yeah, I did.” I opened the freezer door, and bingo, there it was. I looked over my shoulder to where Ryan was staring at me as though I’d lost my mind. “Do you want one of these?”

      His eyes shifted to the Grey Goose, and he nodded. I grabbed two glasses from one of the cabinets and added some ice, and by the time I poured the vodka over the top of it, Ryan had managed to walk across the room.

      I handed him a glass and then, without saying a word, threw my head back and downed a couple fingers of the strong stuff. When I reached for the bottle to pour myself a second glass, Ryan quickly snatched it away from me and pointed to one of the barstools.

      “Sit.”

      I frowned as he screwed the cap back on, and planted my ass on a stool.

      “Okay, now that I’ve had a moment to wrap my head around what you just said…” He took a sip of his drink, eyed me closely, and then, as if remembering what I’d said, downed the rest of it. “Why don’t you start from the beginning? Because call me crazy, but I thought falling in love was supposed to be a good thing. Even if it is with someone like Marcus.”

      “Someone like Marcus?”

      “Yeah, you know. Someone who has the ability to freeze people with a single stare.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know that Marcus. The only Marcus I know is easy with his smile and has the ability to make my blood run hot with a single stare.”

      “So what’s the problem, then?”

      “The problem is he’s looking at a job in New York.”

      “Right. But you knew that. That’s why you went with him this weekend. To show him around and see if he would like it. You said you’d be fine either way. That you could fly out on the weekends and Skype, as long as you were both happy.”

      “I know, but…”

      “But what?”

      “That was before he told me he wouldn’t do a long-distance relationship.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah, oh.”

      Ryan moved to the barstool beside me and unscrewed the vodka to pour me another glass.

      “What did he say when you told him you loved him?”

      I shook my head as I swirled the clear liquid around the ice. “I didn’t.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because I won’t be the person who makes him pick between me and his job. That’s not fair, not when he’s worked as hard as he has for it.”

      “Fuck that.”

      My eyes widened at Ryan’s outburst.

      “This isn’t about you or the job—this is about telling the man you love that you love him. If ever there was a time, it would be now. God knows Marcus isn’t the sort of person to look beyond a business deal. You’re going to have to make your feelings obvious. As in, clear as the nose on his face.”

      I picked up my glass and threw the contents back in another fast gulp. Really, we should’ve just done shots.

      “I don’t know, Ry. This has all happened so fast, and Marcus isn’t exactly the kind of man who has jumped into relationships in the past.”

      “Uh, correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t he recently give you a key to his mansion to use at your leisure? If that doesn’t scream ‘jumping in,’ I don’t know what does.”

      I thought about the night Marcus gave me the key, the sincerity in his eyes when he told me he trusted me, and my heart broke all over again at the possibility of losing that.

      “Look, I think I’m just gonna head to bed. It’s been a busy weekend, and I’ve got work first thing. I’m probably just tired. I’ll feel better in the morning.”

      Ryan grimaced and rubbed my back. “Okay, but think about what I said. I’ve never seen Marcus act the way he does with you. That has to mean something.”

      Yeah, but did it mean enough? I got to my feet and clapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks, Ry.”

      I headed into my bedroom, sat down on my bed, and pulled out my phone. When I hit the home screen, the photo I’d taken at The Blue Haze flashed up, and I stared at the image looking back at me. Marcus’s lips were pressed to my cheek as I smiled into the camera, and even if I hadn’t been there, I would be able to tell that he was laughing as he kissed me. His eyes were crinkled at the sides and there was a light shining in them as he thanked me for taking him to the club. My eyes blurred as I stared at the two in that image and wondered if that would soon be a distant memory—I hoped not.

      I plugged my phone into its charger and wheeled my suitcase into the corner, deciding to deal with it tomorrow, when I was a little less dead on my feet. Then I stripped out of my clothes and crawled into bed.

      I switched off the lamp and was about to try to shut my mind off when my phone lit up and I rolled over to see a message on my screen from Marcus: My bed feels empty without you beside me.

      I reached for my phone and opened the thread. So does mine. We should work on a solution for that.

      We should. Anyway, I just wanted you to know that before you fell asleep.

      I pressed my phone to my chest as though he’d somehow be able to hear and feel exactly what his words were doing to me as I lay there in the dark, imagining him in his bed doing the same.

      Then my phone vibrated and lit up again. Sleep well, Gabe. Dream of me.

      Always. Sweet dreams to you too. I love you.

      I was about to hit send, but at the last second realized what I’d just written and jackknifed up in bed. What the hell?

      I quickly deleted the final three words and instead sent: Always. Sweet dreams to you too. Text me in the morning.

      You know I will. Night.

      Night.

      Jesus, that was close.

      I placed my phone back on its stand before sliding down into my bed. I had no idea how long I lay there staring into the darkness, but when I woke the next morning, it was with the knowledge that I was in love with Marcus St. James, and I didn’t have a clue what to do about it.
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      “SO WHERE’D YOU disappear to this weekend?”

      It was Monday evening and I was exhausted, but the instant Abby’s voice came through the phone, the decisions that had been weighing on me for the past couple of weeks lifted, and a smile crossed my lips.

      “And how do you know I disappeared? I had my phone with me all weekend.”

      “Because I stopped by your house and no one was home.”

      “Maybe I was just out.”

      “All day Sunday, too?”

      “You stopped by twice? Are you spying on me?”

      “No, I went to visit Mike, and he lives right by you. I’m finally writing again, Marcus. That little idea of yours, it planted a seed.”

      “My idea?”

      “About the musician? But before we go into that, answer the question. Where were you?”

      I thought about my weekend away with Gabe. It had been one I would never forget. Not only because it had been so spontaneous and out of the norm for me, but because I was close to positive I’d fallen in love.

      “Marcus?”

      “Huh?”

      Abby laughed. “I asked where you were.”

      “New York.”

      “Oh.” Abby went quiet for a second and then asked, “So you decided?”

      “No. I went with Gabe for the weekend.”

      “Wait, you went on romantic getaway with Gabe?”

      It had definitely seemed that way at times, but I wasn’t about to admit that to a die-hard romantic like my sister. “He said I needed to experience it before making a choice.”

      “Really? And did you experience it?”

      “I did.”

      “Do I get any more than that?”

      “What more do you want?”

      “I don’t know, but you never do things like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like…bringing someone to a family function or taking time off work to go on impromptu getaways. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were in love.”

      I got to my feet, headed to the window of my office, and stared out at the tree in my courtyard. “And what makes you think you know better?”

      There was a pause, and for a second I thought she hadn’t heard me.

      “Oh my God. You’re in love with him.”

      Yes, I was, and I hadn’t gotten any sleep since I’d made that little discovery. “Don’t get too excited. There are a lot of things about this that are complicated.”

      “Marcus.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Do you love him?”

      An image of Gabe sitting in my library with the fire crackling and his eyes closed as he played “Seduction” flashed before my eyes. “Yes.”

      “Then uncomplicate it.”

      I sighed. “Abby…”

      “Marcus.”

      “It’s not that easy.”

      “Then make it easy. You love him, tell him.”

      “He just got accepted in a summer program with the Chicago Symphony. I can’t ask him to up and move with me to New York. This is his dream. I won’t do that to him.”

      “But you’ll decide who he gets to love?” I could hear the frown in her voice.

      “That’s not what I’m doing.”

      “Isn’t it? By not telling him, you’re not giving him a choice.”

      “And you think by telling him I am?” I shook my head, thinking about the conversation we’d had that night back in the hotel. “He’s twenty-two, Abby—he deserves a chance to do all the things he wants in life before settling down with some old man.”

      “Okay, first off, you’re not an old man. You’re forty-two—”

      “I’m twenty years older than him.”

      “Who cares?” Abby said, her exasperation clear. “He certainly doesn’t. You also happen to be caring, smart, and generous beyond imagination. You have worked your ass off your entire life and never bothered to look twice at anyone. But ever since he walked into your life, you can’t seem to look away. You are the best man I’ve ever known, Marcus. You deserve to share your life with someone.”

      “You’re biased.”

      “And you’re incredibly pigheaded.”

      “You just said I was the best man you’ve ever known.”

      “That doesn’t mean you’re not a pain in the ass at times.”

      I scoffed. “Lovely, Abby.”

      “Hey, I’m just telling you how it is. You’re the one who jetted off with your gorgeous young boyfriend and can’t admit why.”

      “I did it because it was supposed to help with my decision.”

      “Oh? And how did that work out for you?”

      “You know, sarcasm doesn’t suit you.”

      “That might be true, but you didn’t answer the question.”

      I sighed. “The trip just made everything more complicated.”

      “Because you love him.”

      I closed my eyes and gripped the back of my neck. “Did you call for an actual reason or just to bother me?”

      “No, I have a reason.”

      “And that would be?”

      “I was wondering if you think Gabe would let me take him up on that offer to pick his brain? I decided to go ahead with that idea about the beautiful young musician and the grumpy, stubborn man.”

      “I never said grumpy and stubborn.”

      “No, I did.” She laughed. “So what do you think? Would Gabe sit down with me?”

      Gabe would love to; I already knew that. But I wouldn’t answer for him. “Let me give him a call and see what he says. Is there any time or day in particular you were thinking of?”

      “No, I’m free whenever he’s available. But if he’s uncomfortable at all—”

      “Abby?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Let me ask him. I’m sure Gabe would love to talk to you. It’ll just be a matter of when he’s free.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” I was about to say goodbye, but then said, “Abby?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Let’s keep this conversation between us, okay?”

      “Marcus, this is yours to tell, not me. I won’t say a word.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Anytime. I love you, big brother.”

      “Love you too.”

      I hung up and looked at the photo of Gabe and I at The Blue Haze, touching my fingers to his smiling face. Then I made my way into the wine cellar, where I grabbed a bottle of Pinot and a glass, then headed through the kitchen to the patio.

      I took a seat on one of the couches, and as I looked up at the twinkle lights overhead, I thought about everything that had happened over the last few weeks.

      I’d gone from dating, to having a boyfriend, to falling in love, and in amongst all of that personal growth, I’d been offered two amazing career opportunities that would be difficult to choose between even without the added factor of Gabriel Romero.

      I’d never considered myself a romantic, or someone who required another person to make them feel happy or complete. But as I sat here tonight, sipping on my glass of wine, I’d never missed someone more than I did Gabe. His absence in my day was felt more acutely than ever.

      I missed his smile, his voice, his happy-go-lucky laugh, and I’d caught myself time and time again turning on my phone just to see him looking back at me.

      I took another sip of wine and settled back into the couch, and then I hit call, ready for my next fix.

      “Good evening, Mr. St. James.”

      “It is now.”

      “Aww, look at you, sweet talker.”

      “Truth talker is more like it.” I closed my eyes and imagined him right where I wanted him, here beside me, enjoying the beautiful night. “How are you? How was your day?”

      “Honestly?”

      “Always.”

      “I’m tired.”

      I chuckled and opened my eyes, propping my feet up on the table in front of me. “Tired? You slept the entire way home on the plane and in the car.”

      “Well, you wore me out.”

      “You’re the one who insisted on doing the markets and Central Park on Sunday. Don’t blame me for your sore feet.”

      “What about my aching body? Can I blame you for that?”

      “You could come over here and I could rub it better.”

      “Why do I have a feeling that if I showed up there my body would ache even more by the morning?”

      “Because you’re a smart man.”

      Gabe chuckled, but the sound wasn’t quite as light as usual. “I don’t know about that. If I was smart, I’d be out the door and already in a cab.”

      “No, don’t do that. You need some sleep. I don’t want you to get sick.”

      “Fine. I’ll just lie here in my empty bed.”

      “While I sit here on my empty patio.”

      “Aw, you’re sitting outside? I don’t blame you; it’s a beautiful night.”

      “Agreed.” It was, but it would’ve been more so if he was here beside me. “Actually, Abby called me tonight. That’s one of the reasons I’m calling.”

      “Abby?”

      “Yes. She stopped by this weekend because she was on my side of town with her agent. She’s writing again. In fact, she decided to go with the whole musician storyline we were talking about.”

      “Yes, at her book launch. I remember.”

      “That’s right. Well, she was wondering if you’d mind her picking your brain a little—or probably a lot, knowing Abby. She’s curious about the cello and the symphony, and anything music related.”

      “Are you serious? I’d love to help her.”

      “Great. She’ll be thrilled. I’ll text you her number and you can set it up whenever you’re free.”

      “Perfect.”

      “Thank you. She’ll appreciate it, and so do I.”

      “It’s no problem. I’m happy to help.” There was a pause, and then Gabe said, “I really miss you.”

      I closed my eyes and pictured his face so clearly in my mind it was as if he was standing in front of me. But when I didn’t speak up right away, Gabe misunderstood.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

      “Gabe?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I really miss you too.”

      Simple. Honest. And the root of my very problem. One day and night away from him had felt like an eternity. So how in the world could I make an unbiased decision on my future, when all I could think about was him?

      “Are you free this week?” he asked, and even if I hadn’t been, I would’ve made the time for him.

      “Just say when.”

      “Now?”

      I could hear the cheeky smile in that one word and chuckled. “Go to bed, Mr. Romero.”

      “I’m going. Dream of me,” he said, repeating my own words back to me, and as he ended the call and I sat out there under the twinkle lights, I dreamed of him—and when I woke, I knew what had to be done.
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      “GABE?”

      “YES, TIFFANY?” I said absently into the phone as I went over the final copy of a letter Logan had asked me to type up.

      “An Abigail St. James is here to see you? She said you had a lunch appointment.”

      “That’s right. You can send her in. Thanks, Tiffany.”

      I glanced at the time on my computer, not even realizing it was already twelve thirty. After talking with Marcus Monday evening, I’d called Abby the next day and set up lunch for Thursday, figuring that’d be the best time. When she agreed, we’d decided that it would be easier for her to pick up lunch and bring it here to the office. That way I wouldn’t waste time getting somewhere, and we would have longer to talk.

      I was looking forward to this, because while I knew Abby was here to pick my brain, I wasn’t letting her leave without finding out a little bit more about her big brother.

      “Hey, Gabe!”

      I looked up at the sunny greeting, and there she was in a long, flowy sundress with goddess sandals and waving blond hair falling down over her shoulders. She looked like a modern-day flower child, and if I hadn’t seen her and Marcus side by side at her book launch, I never would’ve guessed the two were related.

      Marcus was the very epitome of the sophisticated businessman, while Abby was the image of a creative soul.

      “Hey, Abby.” I flashed a beaming smile her way as I rounded the desk. She immediately opened her arms and pulled me into a familiar embrace, and when she released me, she sniffed the air.

      “Wow. You smell amazing.”

      I laughed, then gestured to the door leading into Logan’s office. Abby stepped inside and whistled.

      “And I thought Marcus had the most impressive office in Chicago.”

      “Logan definitely gives him a run for his money.”

      “You aren’t kidding. People say money can’t buy you happiness, but I’m going to go out on a limb and say no one could be miserable looking at that view.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. When Logan left to go to the courthouse for the afternoon, he’d offered up his balcony for my little get-together.

      I held open the door, and Abby stepped through. As it shut behind us, her jaw practically hit the ground.

      “Okay, even Marcus doesn’t have this.”

      I grinned and walked over to one of the couches. “Would you like to sit here or at the table?”

      “I’m going to go with the couch, and for a second allow myself to believe that I’m the one who gets to claim this piece of real estate every day.”

      We each took a seat. Abby pulled two containers out and handed one to me.

      “Turkey on rye, as requested.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Thank you for agreeing to meet with me.”

      “Hey, I wasn’t going to miss out on the opportunity to win over Marcus’s family by talking up my good points.”

      “Oh?” She laughed. “So that’s what this is about is it.”

      “Of course. The other part is that I love talking all things music.”

      She pulled a couple of bottles of water out of the bag and handed one over, then settled back in her seat. “Well, good, because I hear you’re the expert. Marcus told me you just got a spot in the summer program with the Chicago Symphony.”

      “I did, yeah. I was shocked it happened so soon, but I can’t wait.”

      “I bet. He’s so proud of you.”

      I knew he was, but hearing her say that made my heart swell with pride. To have the approval and respect of such a wonderful man meant everything to me.

      “I’m proud of him too.” I flipped open the lid of the container and grabbed my packet of chips. “He’s also got a lot going on, career-wise.”

      “He does. Big decisions for both of you.”

      A smirk—much like her brother’s—tugged at the corners of her lips.

      “Did he say something to you?”

      “Like what?”

      I narrowed my eyes, wondering if maybe he’d mentioned our discussion this past Saturday. The one that seemed to have shifted things between us in a way that I couldn’t quite make sense of.

      On one hand, I felt closer to Marcus than I ever had before. But on the other, I felt like every time I was with him, it might be the last. It was strange and unsettling to not know what he was planning to do. But until he told me that he was leaving, I was going to live the fantasy where he was going to be mine…forever.

      “Nothing. I just thought he might’ve said something about our trip to New York.”

      “Just that he had a great time.”

      I felt as though I was missing something, but, not about to press, I nodded and changed the subject. “So Marcus tells me you’re writing the musician and the beast story.”

      “See, you remembered the grumpy man part.”

      Of course I did—the premise reminded me of Marcus and myself. Although he hadn’t been beastly, more…icy. Then I thought about the conversation we’d had when he first showed me his library, and laughed.

      “What?” Abby said as she munched down on a chip.

      “I was just thinking about Marcus’s library and the beast.”

      “Oh, you’re right.” She laughed and nodded. “I never thought of that. But I don’t want to spend the whole day talking about my brother. I want to talk about you. Tell me about you and the cello. When did you first start playing? Was it hard to learn? I want to know it all.”

      Well, she was in luck, because two of my favorite things in the world were to talk about my music and myself. I sat back and over lunch told her about my journey through nearly every musical instrument known to man until I finally settled on the cello.

      “I’m not sure what it was about it—maybe the fact that it was difficult at first? Here was this instrument that had absolutely no guidelines for you. There’s no keyboard, no frets, nothing telling you where to put your fingers to get exactly the right sound. There’s just you, your bow, and the strings. After that, it’s all up to you.”

      I took a bite of my sandwich and washed it down with some water. “There’s so much that goes into producing one perfect note that at first it seems completely overwhelming. Not only are you reading the music and playing it, but you’re hearing it inside your head and working out the tempo of that note. Then you’re deciding where to play the bow across the strings and how fast to play it. Meanwhile, your other hand is busy doing its own thing, choosing the correct finger position, making sure they’re spaced correctly and applying the right amount of pressure to the strings—and that’s all for one note.”

      An unusually silent Abby was looking at me with wide eyes full of respect. “No wonder Marcus is so enthralled by you. You’re everything he admires. Brains, talent, confidence, and tenacity, and all of that is wrapped up in a charming, cheeky package.” She grinned. “A very handsome one, too.”

      I flushed under her praise, but I wasn’t so interested in what she’d just said about me. “He’s…enthralled by me?”

      “I’ve never seen him more so. Marcus has always been laser focused about one thing in his life—work. He threw himself in at a young age and hasn’t stop for anyone or anything since. Don’t get me wrong, if you needed him, he was always there. But if you were counting on him for the holidays or family vacations, you could forget it. He never spared any time for anyone outside of his job, and he seemed happy that way—until you. You’ve brought out a side of him that I haven’t seen since he was a boy. His smile, his laughter—you’ve brought back a sense of joy that I thought his job had taken away years ago. It’s beautiful to see, and I can’t thank you enough for it.”

      I sat there in stunned silence, my deer-in-the-headlights expression no doubt making it clear how shocked I was. Not shocked that Marcus was a workaholic—I already knew that. But I was surprised that he’d even withdrawn from Abby at some point. Or at least forgotten to make time to enjoy her company. But all too often that was what you sacrificed to get to the top, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d be next.

      “You don’t have to thank me for that. I lo—” I bit my lip, realizing what I’d been about to say, then took the final bite of my sandwich instead.

      The last thing I needed was to confess that I was in love with her brother. She knew Marcus was happy with me and enjoying our time together. But for most, the handful of weeks we’d known each other wasn’t long enough to fall in love. That took months, years, not weeks.

      But that was what had happened. I’d gone and fallen madly in love with her brother, and for the first time in my life, I wasn’t feeling confident or brave. The truth was that I was afraid to tell Marcus how I felt. I was scared of his response. Because the one thing I knew about Marcus was that he would never lie, and if I told him this, there were only two possible answers.

      “What was that?” Abby said as she placed her empty container back in the bag and reached for mine.

      I shook my head. “Nothing. It was nothing. Let’s get back to this book of yours. Tell about the lead cellist.”

      “I thought you might want to talk about her.”

      “Of course. She sounds utterly intriguing.”

      Abby grinned and grabbed a pen and notepad from her bag. “My thoughts exactly. Okay, let’s do this.”
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      IT WAS FRIDAY night, and downtown Chicago was bustling as I stared out at the headlights of the passing cars while Franklin drove me across town to pick up Gabe for Mitchell & Madison’s work event.

      I’d been exorbitantly busy this past week getting work and my personal business in order, which was both a blessing and a curse, since it had distracted me from everything going on in my life, but also took me away from it.

      I’d caught up with Gabe on Tuesday night for dinner but mid-way through, I’d been called away. There’d been a break in the Piton Oil story. A source had come forward stating that Piton was destroying evidence of their guilt, and Alexander had had to make the trip to Texas to investigate and report on it. I hadn’t seen Gabe since.

      But tonight, I was lucky enough to be able to mingle both work and pleasure. I’d be at the event representing Gloria for ENN and I’d also be there as Gabe’s date, and it was rather enlightening to realize which one of those two things I saw as more important this evening.

      When Franklin pulled up to the curb of Gabe’s building, I buttoned my suit jacket, about to go and greet him, but then looked out the window and saw Gabe making his way down the path toward us.

      All I could do was stare.

      I knew he’d look spectacular tonight. I’d been imagining him in his black-tie attire all week. But in typical Gabe fashion, he was dressed in a way that was all his. The black jacket molded to his lithe frame and waist, and the perfectly pressed white shirt that should’ve been primly buttoned and secured at his throat with a tie had been left open to mid-sternum. It exposed his smooth golden skin and drew my attention to the silver necklace resting at the base of his throat. He’d tousled his hair in a way that looked as though I’d had my hands in it all night, and when he reached the car and smiled at Franklin, my stomach flipped in a way it’d never done before.

      He was, in a word, beautiful.

      Franklin opened the door, and Gabe bent to look inside. “A limousine? Now this is classy.” He climbed in. “Thanks, Franklin.”

      As the door was shut behind him, he moved to sit on the seat opposite me, and I was disappointed he hadn’t picked the seat beside me.

      “Are you trying to impress me?” he asked. The smile Gabe flashed at me was downright irresistible.

      “That depends. Are you impressed?”

      Gabe unbuttoned his jacket and sat back in his seat, running his gaze down over me. “Very. With the limo and the occupant. You look mighty fine tonight, Mr. St. James.”

      I chuckled. “You don’t look half bad yourself.”

      “Half bad?” Gabe’s eyebrow winged up.

      “Well…” I lowered my eyes to the open collar of his shirt and the delicious glimpse of the chest beneath it. “You’re only half-dressed.”

      “Which is exactly how you like me.”

      I was about to respond, but before I could get a word out, Gabe spoke up again.

      “Don’t try to deny it, because I won’t believe you. You love when I wear my shirts open. You can barely keep your eyes off me.”

      “I can barely keep my eyes off you regardless of how you’re dressed. But you’re right—I do love this look on you. It reminds me of when we first met, and gives me permission to look without being obvious about it.”

      “I don’t care if you’re obvious about it. Look all you want. I plan to do that with you.” Gabe licked along his lower lip. “Jesus, no one wears a suit—or tux—like you do.”

      “Then why are you sitting all the way over there?”

      “Because I’m pretty sure you want to keep wearing it, and I have a conflicting opinion on that.”

      Five minutes back in Gabe’s presence and the world felt right again. Happier, brighter, better. “Fair enough, but if you don’t sit next to me at dinner, I’m going to be highly offended.”

      “And leave you alone dressed like that?” Gabe pulled a face. “Do I look stupid to you?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “You look absolutely captivating. I could stare at you forever.”

      Gabe opened his mouth to say something, but at the last second seemed to change his mind.

      What was that about? He never passed up the opportunity to flirt or give some kind of teasing comeback. But when he merely sat there, staring out the window, I decided to try a different tactic.

      “Have you ever been to the Murphy before?”

      He glanced at me, and I thought I saw a flash of sadness in his eyes. But then he blinked, and smiled, and it was gone.

      “I haven’t, no. Have you?”

      “I’ve been there once. It’s very elegant. Classy.”

      “It looked like it online. Logan says that Cole is always trying to outdo himself each year when picking the venues.”

      “Cole?”

      “Yeah, Logan’s brother.”

      “Ah yes, the name he tried to sell me the first time we met.”

      “In his defense, that was my fault.”

      “Oh, it was completely your fault.” I moved, catching Gabe off guard as I switched sides of the limousine so I was seated beside him. “What’s wrong?”

      Gabe frowned. “Wrong? Nothing’s wrong.”

      “Are you sure? Your mood, it seemed to change just now. Did I say something to upset you?”

      “What? No.” Gabe shook his head. “I just want tonight to go well, that’s all.”

      I didn’t buy that for a second, and just as I was about to press him a little harder, he leaned in and took my lips in a sweet kiss, and I completely forgot about asking him anything at all.

      “Marcus…” He sighed and smoothed his hand down my lapel. “You really are risking this tux being this close to me right now.”

      I chuckled and took his hand. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take. Now, how was the rest of your week?”

      Gabe smiled, and the soft expression in his eyes made everything inside me instantly calm again. Maybe I’d been imagining things, seeing something that wasn’t there.

      “It was good. Busy but good. I got a lot of practice in. Stefan forwarded me the music for the program, and thank God.” He chuckled. “I’m so rusty.”

      “I bet you sound wonderful.”

      “Nooo. Maybe to the untrained ear. But you’d be able to tell.”

      I reached out and drew my fingers down his neck, along the silver chain of his necklace. “I wouldn’t care.”

      “I would.”

      “Perfectionist.”

      “That’s me.” Gabe took my hand and slowly lowered it back into my lap. “Now, can you please stop touching me, or I’m going to be greeting my bosses with an erection, and I feel like that would send the wrong message.”

      “Good point.”

      “In fact, it might be smart if you move back over there.”

      “Seriously?” Gabe nodded, and when I moved back to my original seat, I asked, “Better?”

      “Much. Oh, also, I meant to ask you. Is there anything I should or shouldn’t say to your boss tonight?”

      “Such as?”

      “Well, I know we talked about the whole work conflict, and that there really isn’t one. But you never said whether or not you’d rather keep our relationship just between us. If that’s the case, I can say that I’m just your date.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “No.” Gabe shook his head. “I just thought that with your boss there—”

      “That what? I wouldn’t want to be seen with you? Gabe, by the end of tonight, everyone will know who I’m with. Is that okay with you?”

      Gabe leaned back in his seat and smiled. “The only way it would be more okay is if someone announced us as we entered the room. You know, like one of those debutante balls.”

      “If that’s what you want.” I looked to the front of the limo, and then back to the beautiful man sitting opposite me. “Franklin would do it.”

      Gabe snorted. “Be serious.”

      “I am. I’ll send him in ahead of us—I’m sure they’ll have a mic at a function like this—and then he’ll call and let me know when he’s ready.”

      “And, um, what exactly would you have him say?”

      I gave him a slow and thorough once-over as Franklin came to a stop outside the Murphy.

      “He’d say, ‘Good evening, everyone, I’d like to present Marcus St. James and the man he can’t stop thinking about every waking hour of the day, Gabriel Romero.’”

      Gabe started laughing, and it felt good to make him happy. “You would not.”

      Franklin chose that precise moment to open the door, and I raised an eyebrow at Gabe. “Is that a yes or no to the announcement?”

      When Gabe just sat there staring at me, I moved to the door. “Franklin? Could you please—”

      “No.” Gabe grabbed my arm, and I turned until we were practically nose to nose. “You’re crazy.”

      “About you.” I kissed his lips hard and fast. “I don’t want you to hide anything from anyone. Just be yourself, because that alone will make you the most impressive person in that room tonight.”

      Gabe’s smile was bright enough to light up all of Chicago as he took my hand and the two of us headed inside.
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      THE MURPHY WAS stunning. With its gorgeous architecture and historic charm, the spacious auditorium was an absolute jaw dropper the second you set foot inside.

      That was my current predicament, as I stood beside Marcus drinking in the vision before me. There were tables draped in cream cloth and accented with gold to accommodate the clients invited tonight, and at the front of the room was a stage with a string quartet that, I had to admit, were very good. There was a second floor set up much the same, which overlooked a dance floor, and off to the side of that was a bar that seemed to be the gathering place for now.

      I wouldn’t mind a drink myself. For a moment back there in the limo, my mind had drifted to things I’d promised myself I wouldn’t think about tonight. But I’d quickly shoved them aside in favor of having fun and enjoying this moment with Marcus.

      “This place is even better than the pictures they sent.”

      “I know,” Marcus said. “Photographs don’t do it justice.”

      “No kidding. It’s breathtaking.” I scanned the crowd, and that was when I saw Logan and Tate walking our way, and the two of them in tuxes made quite the picture.

      Marcus must have had a similar thought, because his fingers tightened on mine as he said under his breath, “You’re lucky I’m not an insecure man.”

      The statement made me grin, because if there was one thing Marcus could never be accused of, it was being insecure, and you just needed be in his presence for five minutes to understand why.

      “There he is,” Logan said, smiling. Then he made a show of ignoring me completely as he held his hand out to Marcus. “Mr. St. James, welcome. We hope you have a wonderful evening tonight, and should your date act up in any way, please let me know and I’ll fire him.”

      Marcus smirked and shook Logan’s hand. “Thank you, but I don’t think that’s necessary. I kind of like it when he acts up.”

      Well, shit, so much for getting my body back under control.

      Logan eyed me as Tate chuckled. “I see you’re a man with similar tastes to myself. I’m Tate, this one’s better half.” As they shook hands, Tate looked to me. “Hey, Gabe.”

      “Hey. I was just saying that this place looks amazing.”

      Logan slipped his hands into his pockets as he turned to look out at the crowds of people milling amongst the tables. “Cole outdid himself this year in picking the venue, that’s for sure.”

      “The Murphy is everything I love about old-school Chicago,” Marcus agreed. “Tradition, charm, and elegance.”

      “That it is,” Logan said. “And speaking of tradition, charm, and elegance, Gloria arrived just a few minutes before you. I believe you’re all seated on table nine.” He looked to me. “Including you. So make sure you represent us well, Mr. Romero. You’re going to be sitting with bigger wigs tonight than your boss.”

      I scoffed. “You make it sound like I’m always up to no good.”

      Logan looked between the two of us and arched an eyebrow. “Remind me again, how did you two meet?”

      My cheeks heated, and Logan laughed.

      “You said we weren’t going to talk about that anymore,” I said.

      “We’re not talking, I am.”

      “Logan…” Tate shook his head and reached for his husband’s hand. “Let’s go and get a drink, shall we?”

      Thank you, Tate.

      “A drink sounds good. Would you two like one?”

      “Actually,” Marcus said as he looked across the room, “I just spotted Gloria. I better go and say hello first.”

      “Of course.” Logan’s lips twitched as he looked at me with a twinkle in his eyes. “Have fun with that.”

      As they walked off, Marcus put his lips by my ear and kissed me. “Come on, I want to introduce you.”

      “Now?” Marcus began to lead us through the tables, and I had no option other than to follow. “Can’t I have a drink first? That sounded like a really good idea.”

      “You don’t need a drink. You just need to be yourself.”

      Oh sure, just be myself around one of the most important women in Chicago. No problem. But as I followed Marcus through the crowd, I realized he was right. Why was I stressing? After all, I was dating one of the most important men in Chicago.

      As we approached the couple—a short, stout man with a balding head, and a tall, elegant woman in a sparkling black cocktail gown—I couldn’t help but think how opposite they were to one another.

      “Marcus, hello,” the man said as we drew closer, and Gloria turned on her sky-high heels to face us.

      “Harold,” Marcus said, nodding in the man’s direction, then he let go of my hand and greeted Gloria with a kiss to both cheeks. “Gloria.”

      “Good evening, Marcus.” She stepped back and looked him over. “You’re looking dashing as always.”

      “And you look beautiful.”

      She chuckled. “Charmer.”

      “You know better than that.”

      “That’s true, I do.” Her gaze shifted to me. “And who might this be?”

      “This is Gabe.” Marcus looked at me, and the pleasure swirling in his eyes made my stomach flip-flop. “My boyfriend.”

      The use of the term made me smile. I remembered how Marcus had said he felt too old for that. Apparently he wasn’t too old to lay claim in the most basic way when he wanted to.

      “Boyfriend?” Gloria’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know you were seeing anyone, Marcus. Been keeping him a secret, have you?”

      “No. I’ve been enjoying him in private. There’s a difference.”

      Hell yes there was, and I had no complaints about being enjoyed by this man anytime or anywhere.

      “Well then.” Gloria stepped forward and held out a long, slender hand full of sparkling rings. “It’s a pleasure to meet the man who’s managed to capture Marcus’s attention. You must be something special.”

      “I like to think so.” I took her hand and at the last second made a calculated decision: I brought it up and kissed the back, making one of the most powerful women in America giggle like a schoolgirl.

      “Oh, you’re a charmer, just like him.”

      “Sometimes.” I flashed her my best heartbreaker grin. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Tennant. You too, sir.” I turned to greet her husband.

      “The pleasure is ours,” Harold said as he gave Marcus then me a hearty shake.

      “I thought there was a bit of a curve to your usually stern lips these days, Marcus.” Gloria arched one of her perfectly manicured brows. “So, tell me all about it. Where did you meet this lovely gentleman of yours?”

      “Actually, it was at the work party several weeks back.”

      “Really?”

      Gloria looked between the two of us, and I nodded. “Yes, I attended with a friend of mine, and we got to talking.”

      “Well, well, don’t stop there.” She pulled out a seat. “I want to hear more about this.”

      Marcus looked as though he could do with drink now, so I gestured over my shoulder to the bar. “I’m just going to go and grab us drink and check in with my boss to make sure he doesn’t need anything.”

      “Your boss?” Gloria said as she took her seat.

      “Yes.” Marcus smoothed a hand down my back. “Gabe works for Logan.”

      Her eyes narrowed a fraction, and I braced myself for any opinion she might have on that. But instead she nodded and squeezed Marcus’s arm. “Keeping him close, huh?”

      Marcus pressed a kiss to my temple. “As close as possible.”

      Warmth curled through me at the possessive expression in Marcus’s eyes. But before I got too caught up in it, I said, “Dirty martini?”

      “The dirtier the better.”

      Damn, he was making it difficult to behave myself with these little reminders just for me, and that particular memory was scorching hot. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Hurry.”

      I nodded and quickly disappeared into the crowd and to the bar. I was several people back—that was what tended to happen with an open bar and expensive liquor—so when a waiter walked by with a tray of appetizers, I waved him down. He came over to me, and the delicious aroma wafting off his tray made my stomach growl.

      “Oh wow, they look amazing. What are those?” About a half a dozen small plates sat on his tray, and each one held a small seashell with an appetizer on top.

      “It’s Coquilles St. Jacques. Would you like one?”

      I knew JULIEN was catering tonight’s event, and after the little taste I’d had when Robbie visited the office, I had a feeling this was going to be divine.

      “Yes, please.”

      The waiter smiled and handed me one of the small plates, and with it a tiny fork. More than happy now to stand and wait, I sank the fork into the cheesy, crumb-baked top and wondered what delights lay below. I took a small bite, and as the flavors all combined and hit my tongue, I couldn’t help but moan.

      Holy shit. That was downright decadent. Even before I took a second bite, I was looking around for that waiter in the hopes of stealing another dish.

      “It’s that good, huh?”

      The question came from behind me, and when I turned around, I had a difficult time remembering what I was just asked. The guy was a stunner. In a white tuxedo that matched his bright smile, his green eyes glittered at me.

      “The food?” he said, pointing to my dish. “It’s good?”

      “Oh.” I looked down at my half-eaten appetizer, and then wondered if he’d heard me moaning like I was naked with Marcus somewhere. “It’s— ‘Delicious’ seems too ordinary to describe it.”

      “Really?”

      “Mhmm. I have no idea what it is or what’s in it.” I took another bite, and my eyes almost rolled to the back of my head. “But it’s heavenly.”

      The man chuckled, and his laugh almost sounded like a song. “Merci.”

      I nodded and swallowed, and as I did, I realized what the man with the jade-colored eyes had just said. Didn’t that mean “thank you” in French?

      Oh shit, did that mean—

      “Forgive me, I’m being so rude. It’s just sometimes I like to take a stroll around the room and make sure people are enjoying what they’re eating.”

      It was him.

      “I’m Julien Thornton, the chef responsible for what you just ate.”

      “Oh my God.” I covered my mouth, horrified that I’d practically been caught orgasming over the man’s food. “I’m Gabe, Logan’s new PA.”

      “Ah yes, Robbie mentioned meeting you just recently. Priest—Mr. Priestley—says you’re settling in well.”

      “I am, thank you. Mitchell & Madison is a great place to work.”

      “My husband agrees, and to answer your question, that right there is Coquilles St. Jacques, which is a scallop gratin in a wine and cream sauce that’s topped with cheese and crispy crumbs. It’s one of Priest’s personal favorites.”

      “I can see why,” I said around my final mouthful. “That has to be one of the best things I’ve ever tasted in my life.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “I’m sure you get them all the time.”

      “Oui, I do. But some are given with a little more enthusiasm than others, and yours was very…heartfelt.”

      I flushed at the confirmation that he’d heard my little moan fest. But he had to know how phenomenal his food was.

      “Ah,” Julien said, and gestured to the cleared bar. “Looks like you’re next. It was nice to meet you, Gabe. I’m going to head back to the kitchen and get your main course ready.”

      “I’m not going to complain about that.”

      “Enjoy the rest of your night.” Julien waved as he walked off toward the other side of the room, and it was all I could do not to pick up the empty seashell and lick it clean.

      Robbie was one hell of a lucky guy if he got to eat that man’s five-star cooking every night. But as I glanced over to where Marcus was laughing at something Gloria had just said, I realized that a simple bowl of ramen noodles could make you feel pretty damn lucky too.
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      DINNER WAS JUST as exquisite as the bite-sized dish from earlier. Lamb chops with a cognac Dijon cream sauce, and for dessert, a passionfruit and lemon meringue tartlet.

      I was a happy man. I was also an extremely full man. But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t find room if someone should pass on their tartlet.

      I reached for the glass of red I’d been enjoying with my lamb and noticed Logan and Cole walking toward the stage. I turned in my seat to watch whatever was about to take place, and when the quartet stopped playing and the men moved behind the microphone, Cole gestured to Logan to take the floor.

      Logan tapped on the mic and then cleared his throat. “Is this thing working?”

      When everyone nodded, Logan held his glass tumbler up.

      “Fantastic. Well, I’ll keep this short and sweet, as we didn’t invite you here to bore you—which is why Cole’s not talking tonight.”

      A soft laugh echoed around the room.

      “We just wanted to say thank you for being here with Mitchell & Madison this evening as we celebrate another year together. Some of you have been to several of these dinners now, and for some of you, this one’s your first. We hope you’ve enjoyed yourself, and we want to thank JULIEN for creating an award-worthy menu for us tonight. Priest, he really is the only reason we put up with you, just know that.”

      Mr. Priestley eyed his partner and shook his head, as Robbie laughed where he sat in between his husbands.

      “In all seriousness, though.” Logan looked to Julien. “You have outdone yourself tonight, my friend.”

      The crowd broke out in applause, and we all looked to the table where Julien Thornton got to his feet and gave a bow. Then Robbie jumped up and pressed a kiss to Julien’s mouth.

      Julien returned the embrace as Marcus leaned in to my side and said, “I thought Robbie was married to Mr. Priestley?”

      “Oh, he is.”

      “Then why is he kissing Julien in front of him?”

      I laughed at Marcus’s confused expression. That had been me the first time I’d heard it too. “All three of them are married.”

      Marcus’s eyes widened a fraction, and then he looked back to where the three men were all sitting close and laughing with one another again.

      “I know, it took me a minute too.”

      “Okay, so, that’s it from me,” Logan said. “I’m going to hand the floor over to the much more pleasing sound of Anne and her friends, and we invite you all to take a spin around the dance floor if the mood calls to you—or the alcohol. Have a good night, everyone—thank you for coming out.”

      Logan raised his glass to the quartet, and the lead violinist—Anne, I assumed—inclined her head in acknowledgement. As they started to play, several couples moved to the dance floor, and Marcus reached for my hand.

      “Would you like to dance?”

      “Out there?”

      “Yes.” Marcus got to his feet and buttoned his tuxedo jacket, then he held his hand out to me. “Would you like to dance with me?”

      More than I wanted to take my next breath. I got to my feet and slipped my hand in his, and I didn’t even care that my dancing skills were nonexistent. If it meant I would get his arms around me, I would jump at the chance.

      He led me out to the dance floor, where I spotted Mr. Madison and his wife, and nearby I saw Logan and Tate also taking the opportunity to have a moment alone.

      It was refreshing to see such an accepting and inclusive group of people in one place. When we reached the floor, Marcus pulled me into his arms, and just like that night at the symphony, I felt as though I were on a date with a golden-haired prince—my golden-haired prince.

      “I’ve wanted to do this ever since I saw you walk out to the car tonight,” Marcus said.

      “Dance with me?”

      “Hold you. Keep you nice and close.”

      “Hmm.” I understood the feeling, because while he was here now and holding me, there was still that niggling feeling in the pit of my stomach that that might all change, and soon. “Are you having a nice night?”

      “How could I not be? The food’s been wonderful, the wine superb, and my date”—he kissed my temple—“he’s the most beautiful person in this room.”

      I stared up into his hypnotic eyes, and as Marcus slowly turned us around the dance floor, I felt a little lightheaded. From the music, the man, the alcohol, who knew—or maybe it was a combination of all three. But right then, I felt as though I was in a dream.

      A tap on my back intruded on my happy place, but when I glanced over my shoulder to see Gloria, I schooled my disappointment at her wanting to steal Marcus away.

      I was about to step aside when she looked to Marcus. “May I?” she said, and gestured to me.

      Marcus looked about as pleased as I felt, and then Robbie sidled up beside him, seemingly out of nowhere, and batted his lashes.

      “Oh, don’t worry, handsome,” he said as he moved in front of Marcus. “I’ve got you. Luckily, our little trio travels with a spare when it comes to pairs dancing.”

      Robbie waved at Julien and Mr. Priestley across the dance floor, and Marcus held out his hand. As they began to dance, I felt a ridiculous stab of envy.

      “Gabriel Romero,” Gloria said as she began to lead me around the dance floor. “I always wondered who would finally catch Marcus’s eye, and I have to say, you are quite the surprise.”

      As we moved in time with the other couples around the floor, I tried to decide if that was a compliment or not. “A surprise?”

      “Yes. I’ve known Marcus a long time now, and I always figured he would wind up with someone corporate, much like himself. Someone pushing him to do whatever he has to in order to climb to the top of the ladder. So, imagine my delight when he showed up here tonight all in love with some young, fresh-faced charmer like yourself.”

      In love? Marcus hadn’t said anything about love. I had no idea what she was talking about. I frowned, trying to decide where she was going with this as she made a show of looking me over from head to toe.

      Then a victorious smile curved her bright red lips.

      “Tell me, Gabe, do you live around here, in the downtown area?”

      “I do, yes.”

      “And your family? Are they close by?”

      “They live out of the city, but close enough that I get to see them whenever I want.”

      “So they must be sad about you possibly moving to New York.”

      Ah, okay, suddenly this all made sense. She thought I had some kind of pull when it came to which way Marcus was leaning with his new contract. But she was out of luck, because I had nothing to do with this decision. In fact, I’d actively removed myself from that conversation.

      I glanced over to see Robbie running his fingers up and down Marcus’s bicep, and when Marcus laughed at something, I suddenly wished I was over there with them, because this conversation was starting to make me feel uncomfortable.

      “I’m not moving to New York, so there’s nothing to be sad about.”

      She narrowed her eyes and must’ve sensed my discomfort, because she tightened her grip on my hand, preventing me from making an escape.

      “Surely you’re looking into it, though, since Marcus is thinking of moving out there.”

      And just like that, everything I’d been trying not to think about came rushing back in. “What Marcus is or isn’t thinking about is his business, and I don’t feel comfortable discussing it.”

      “It’s technically my business also, since I want him to stay here. Don’t you want him to stay?”

      A sudden pain in my chest made me trip over my feet, and when I went to pull my hand free, she let it go.

      “Are you okay?” she asked as I brought a hand to my heart and took a step back.

      I nodded, not wanting to draw attention to myself. “Just some indigestion. I’m going to go and grab a drink. Thank you for the dance.”

      I quickly rushed off the dance floor, not looking to see if Marcus had seen me. I was hoping he hadn’t, because I needed a moment. A moment to fall apart in private and remind myself that even if I only had him for one more week or two, every minute would be worth the heartache that inevitably followed.
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      OKAY, SO I wasn’t proud of the fact that I’d run away and left Marcus on the dance floor. But all that talk from Gloria about him possibly moving had brought the rocky reality of my relationship back to the forefront, and I needed a second to pull myself together.

      Yes, I’d come to terms with that fact that I was in love with a man who was likely leaving me. But I’d also made a promise to myself that I’d enjoy what time I had with him regardless of the outcome. So that was what I’d been trying to do tonight, and I was doing a damn good job until she cornered me.

      I let out a sigh and rested my arms on the balcony railing.

      I will not feel sorry for myself. I will not feel sorry for myself.

      “That’s good, because I don’t think pity would be a good look on you.”

      I whirled around to see Logan standing behind me with two glasses in his hand, and I realized that I must’ve been talking out loud. Shit.

      “Sorry, I’m just…” I paused, not even having a good excuse for what I was doing up here.

      Logan passed me one of the glasses. “Hiding?”

      “Uh…” I looked away.

      Logan moved in beside me to look out at the crowd. “Hey, I don’t blame you. A lot’s going on down there, including Gloria railroading you about something.”

      “You saw that?” I frowned. “I didn’t want to be rude, but she was asking me things that I didn’t want to answer, and—”

      “Your best option was to leave?” Logan rested against the rail. “I get it. I assume it was about Marcus and what he’s planning to do about his upcoming contract?”

      “Yeah, but—” I cut myself off, knowing that if I went down this path again, there’d be no pulling myself out of the pity party.

      “But what?”

      I downed the drink in an attempt to shove aside my troubles. But when the scotch hit the back of my throat, I feared I might’ve scorched them to death instead. I brought a fist up to my mouth to try to cover my coughing fit.

      “You okay there?”

      I wiped at the corner of my eye. “I think so. Shit, that’s strong.”

      Logan sipped at his drink. “The only kind Cole likes. Would you like another?”

      I looked at him as though he was insane, and Logan chuckled.

      “Hey, sometimes it helps.”

      “And sometimes it burns a hole in your esophagus.”

      “If you down it like a shot, yes.”

      “Noted.” I placed the empty glass on a nearby table and turned back to look at the crowd below. When I spotted Marcus, I let out a sigh.

      “Okay, you,” Logan said. “Talk.”

      “I…I don’t have anything to say. I don’t know anything.”

      “Are you sure? Because you have the most heartbroken look on your face right now, and I can’t decide if it’s because you love him and he might leave, or you’re going to break up with him because he might leave.”

      I whipped my head around and eyed my boss. “I’m not going to break up with him.”

      “So you love him.” Logan took a sip of his drink, and though I was trying to hide it, I got the feeling he could see how scared I was. “Have you told him?”

      Why did everyone keep asking me that? “It’s not that easy.”

      “Trust me, I know. I was practically allergic to the word—”

      “No, not because of that. It’s just… The timing would be all wrong.”

      “Because you don’t want to make him feel like he has to stay here for you.”

      There was a real downside to being surrounded by intelligent people. You could never get away with a vague statement because they were really damn good at putting two and two together.

      “Well, let me ask you this: do you want him to make the decision without knowing how you feel?”

      I opened my mouth with what I thought was a ready response, but clamped it shut.

      “Look, there’s never a perfect time to tell someone you love them. Hell, I told Tate during one of the biggest arguments we’ve ever had. I wanted to strangle him. But what I wanted more was for him to know how much I needed him in my life—even if I did want to kick his ass.”

      Logan took a step toward me and then looked down at the crowd, where Tate and Marcus now stood talking to Gloria.

      “If you want Marcus in your life, you need to tell him how you feel.”

      “Just like that? It’s that easy?”

      “No. It’s scary as shit. But you know what’s scarier?”

      “What?”

      “The alternative.” Logan tapped the railing and sighed. “As much as I’d like to stay here and hide, I should go and be social before everyone leaves for the night.”

      I offered a halfhearted smile and nodded. “Thanks for this.”

      “I hope it helped.”

      “It did.” More than I’d expected it to.

      Logan stepped around me, but just before he walked away, I called out his name.

      “Yes?”

      “You said you and Tate were fighting the night you told him.”

      Logan chuckled. “We were.”

      I frowned and worried my bottom lip, and then asked the one thing that scared me the most: “Did he say it back? I mean, obviously he loves you—you’re married. But that night, did he say it back?”

      Logan’s eyes took on an almost wistful look, one I’d never seen before, and then a smile slowly curved his lips. “Yes. Within minutes, that stubborn man that I now call my husband told me he loved me too. I didn’t believe him, of course, and put him through hell for the rest of the night, but he told me.”

      My eyes widened, and Logan shrugged.

      “I never said it was easy. But Gabe?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I wouldn’t change a thing. Not for all the money in the world—or the best-paying job.”

      And that was what it really came down to. If it was meant to be, if we truly loved each other, then we’d make it work.

      I turned to stare back out at the crowd, and as though he could feel me watching him, Marcus turned and looked up. The sight of him was enough to take my breath away.

      Logan and Ryan were right: I needed to tell him. I thought I’d been doing the right thing by not imposing myself on his decision. But how would he know I wanted to be part of that decision if I didn’t tell him?

      Wasn’t I the one who’d told him that I wanted to be considered if he decided to up and fly away again? So why in the hell was I taking a back seat now?

      Because I was scared? Scared that I wasn’t going to get the answer I wanted to hear? Well, I’d never let fear stand between me and what I wanted in the past, and I wasn’t going to start now—and what I wanted, more than anything in this world, was Marcus St. James.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 35

          

          

      

    

    







            Marcus

          

        

      

    

    
      SOMETHING WAS WRONG. I’d noticed the second Gabe left the dance floor, but I assumed he would come back not long after. But when ten or so minutes passed and he hadn’t returned, I tracked down Gloria to find out where he’d run off to.

      She mentioned he wanted to go and get a drink, but when I searched for him by the bar, and then over by the tables, I couldn’t find him anywhere. I told myself not to worry; he was probably dealing with something for Logan. But when I spotted him up on the balcony standing alone, any thought that he was okay disappeared.

      Gabe wasn’t the kind to isolate himself in a crowded setting. That was my ammo. So to see him so distant, when surrounded by people he’d usually be so personable with, was troubling.

      I took a sip of my champagne, and when those luminous eyes connected with mine, it was like some kind of switch had been flipped. Gabe squared his shoulders, and a fierce look of determination flashed across his face.

      When my cell vibrated, I excused myself from the group I’d been standing with and pulled my phone free. Let’s get out of here.

      I looked up to Gabe, and the bold way he held my gaze caused a steady hum in my veins. Now?

      He looked down at his phone, and then mine vibrated. Yeah. I’ll see you at home.

      Home? Wait, was he leaving without me? I was about to type that when someone said my name, and I glanced over my shoulder to see Tate.

      “Can I get you another drink?”

      I looked back to the balcony to see that Gabe was no longer standing there, and my decision was made for me.

      “Thanks, but I think I’m going to go and track down Gabe.”

      “No problem.”

      I gave a quick wave before turning on my heel and making a beeline toward the exit. That was when Gloria stopped me in my tracks.

      “Leaving so soon?”

      I eyed her closely and decided it was time to find out what exactly had happened out there on the dance floor. Something had gotten into Gabe, and the last person to talk to him was this woman. A woman who held back nothing if something was on her mind.

      “What did you say to him?”

      “To who?”

      “Don’t play that game with me. You know exactly who and what I’m talking about. Gabe. What did you say to him?”

      “Marcus, really.” She took my elbow and steered me away from the exit. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “Yes you did, and I want to know what it was.”

      “I didn’t say anything bad, if that’s what you mean.”

      “But you said something. What?”

      Gloria let out a sigh and shrugged. “I asked him how he felt about you possibly moving to New York, that’s all. Surely he has an opinion. He’s your boyfriend.”

      Damn it. The two of us had been trying so hard to give the other the space and freedom to make a choice that best fit their needs. But by doing that, we’d really been forcing the other person to keep silent on their feelings.

      “You shouldn’t have done that. It’s none of your business.”

      “You are my business, Marcus, and good business at that. So I felt the kid out a little.”

      “He’s not a kid, and you had no right to play on his feelings the way you did.”

      “Oh, don’t be like that. He—”

      “Don’t.” My tone was much frostier than what I usually took with her, but after hearing what had taken place without my knowledge, I was done being polite.

      I stepped around her and headed for the door. “You’ll have my decision Monday.”

      “Marcus—”

      “Goodnight, Gloria.” I stormed outside and when Franklin spotted me, he climbed out of the driver’s seat of the limousine. “Did you see Gabe a few minutes ago?”

      Franklin held up a folded napkin and—I’d be damned—smiled. “He brought me a tartlet and then told me he was catching an Uber.”

      Of course he did. “Did he say where he was going?”

      Franklin shook his head.

      I pulled out my phone and looked at the message again: I’ll see you at home.

      I thought back over the conversations we’d had during our times together and remembered the night in my library when he told me it felt like home to him.

      That was it, that was where he was, and ten minutes later, I walked through the front door of my house.

      “Gabe?” I headed down the hall and noted all the lights were out, and as I made my way up the stairs, I could hear the soft, melodic sounds of his cello floating down the hall. Like a siren call, the music found me and directed me toward its source.

      Seated by the library window with the instrument cradled between his thighs, Gabe had his eyes closed as he swayed in time to the song that he’d once played for me—“Moon River.” It was the song of two drifters going off on their adventures, and as I stared at him now, I knew I’d found who I wanted to share all of mine with.

      As the song came to an end, Gabe opened his eyes, and the second they locked with mine everything in my world shifted. His emotions were right on the surface for me to see as he lowered his bow to his side and whispered, “I love you.”
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      I’D NEVER BEEN more sure or nervous of something in my life.

      Logan was right. It was scary to put your heart out there and to trust someone with it. But it was scarier to think of letting Marcus walk away without telling him how I felt.

      So I’d decided to tell him in the most meaningful way I could think of—with my music. It was everything to me. It was one of the things that had brought us together and strengthened our relationship.

      “Gabe…”

      My heart all but stopped as I stared up at him, and all I could think was: Don’t stop there. Please, don’t stop there. But instead of speaking, he reached for his bow tie and pulled it free.

      What is he doing?

      I shifted my cello to its stand as he unbuttoned his shirt, then I got to my feet. He held his hand out, and when I slipped mine into his, he brought my fingertips up to his lips and kissed them.

      There was no mistaking the expression that entered his eyes then, and it held me captive as he lowered our hands to brush aside the material of his shirt and place them over his heart.

      “I love you too.”

      I sucked in a shaky breath, his words everything I’d ever dreamed of but never imagined possible.

      “I think I’ve loved you from the moment I threw you out of my office and you stuck around only to hijack my ride home. You were audacious and bold and so damn beautiful, and if that wasn’t enough, you had to go and be brilliant too.”

      Marcus looked down to where our hands rested, and I could feel the steady thumping of his heart beneath my palm.

      “All night I’ve been waiting for this. All week, actually. It’s one of the reasons I’ve been so busy.”

      “I just thought that maybe you wanted some time to think about things.”

      “Things?”

      “New York, Chicago…me?”

      “I was thinking about all of those things, and this.”

      When he raised his hand from over the top of mine, I glanced down to see what he was talking about, and my knees almost gave out from under me.

      “Marcus…” There, inked into that magnificent chest of his, was a near-replica of the bass clef half of the necklace I wore, and the sight made my head spin. “That’s…that’s—”

      “The bass to your treble heart.”

      My eyes blurred, and there was no stopping the tear that escaped. It rolled down my cheek, but Marcus reached out and brushed it away.

      “I went back and spoke to your mom this week. I wanted to make sure the design was the same, and she gave me the original.”

      I blinked, trying to make sense of everything he was saying. “You went to see my mom?”

      “I did.” He smiled. “She gave me her blessing and…a lot of food.”

      I bit my lower lip to hold back a laugh, and then touched shaky fingers to the beautiful black music note now permanently marking Marcus’s chest. “Did you tell her you’re my other half?”

      “No.” Marcus cradled my cheeks and ghosted his mouth over mine. “I told her you were mine.”

      A soft moan of pleasure slipped free as Marcus kissed me like it was our last night on earth. He dove in and tasted me, unhurried and unrestrained, and when that wasn’t enough, he took a little more, until finally, I placed a hand on his chest and pulled my mouth free.

      My head was spinning. Everything he’d said started to fall into place. But there was still one piece that was missing—one very important piece.

      “What…what does all this mean?”

      “It means I choose you. I’ve been choosing you from the moment we met, and there’s a reason for that—I love you. I’ve been putting my career first for my entire adult life. But the second I met you, I knew things would be different.”

      Marcus covered the hand I still had resting over his heart.

      “Your confidence, your joy, your determination to live the life you know you deserve and have worked damn hard for—it reminded me of a time when I was like that. It reminded me that I’ve done all of that. But what I haven’t done is fall in love, because I hadn’t met you.”

      His gaze roved over my face as though he were memorizing every angle, every detail, and I could feel his heart thumping under my palm.

      “But that’s what I want now. What I want to spend the rest of my adult life doing—loving you. I want you to be the first and last thing I see every day, and I’ll be damned if I do that from any place other than our bed, wherever that might be.”

      My heart was keeping time with his as though they were in sync. I could feel the tears on my cheeks as I stared into his handsome face. They were tears of love, happiness, and pure joy, because there was no way in the world someone was able to contain all of the emotions I was feeling.

      “I…” I paused for a second and tried to gather my thoughts, but they were too busy soaring amongst the clouds right now to make much sense. “I want that too, all of it. I want to listen to music with you, throw axes at a wall with you, and get caught in the rain at least once a month, or at least until you can smile about it.”

      Marcus smirked, but his eyes darkened as I took his face between my hands and moved up to press a kiss to his lips.

      “I want to share all of my adventures with you.”

      He wrapped his arms around my waist and drew me in close, then lowered his mouth by my ear. “So where do we go from here?”

      “I don’t know.” I turned my head until we were nose to nose. “Wherever we want, I suppose, as long as it’s together.”

      “Two drifters?”

      “Wherever you’re going, I’m going your way.”

      Marcus drew his fingers down my jaw and whispered across my lips, “I love you, Gabriel Romero.”

      “I love you too, Mr. St. James.”
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      “GOOD EVENING, MR. St. James. It’s lovely to see tonight.”

      “It’s lovely to see you too, Tanya,” I said, and held out the three tickets in my hand for tonight’s show. It was the first of the summer season at Orchestra Hall. Tanya checked over our seating for the evening then looked to the two people standing behind me.

      Daniela and Santiago Romero were dressed to the nines tonight. In full black tie, Santiago made a very distinguished figure, and in a glittery silver cocktail dress, Daniela was a knockout.

      They’d been slightly overwhelmed when Franklin pulled up at their house tonight to take them to their son’s performance. But I’d been too nervous to drive them myself and instead opted to have a drink with them in the back of the limo.

      “You have wonderful seats, as always,” Tanya said as she handed over the program. “You’re going to go straight ahead to the very end and to the left. You know the way. But if you need further assistance, Kylie will be happy to help. She’s just up the other end of the section.”

      “Thank you, I appreciate it.”

      “It’s my pleasure. Enjoy the show.”

      I assured her we would, and then led the Romeros inside the hall. As we made our way toward the balcony, my excitement and nerves from earlier came rushing back in.

      I’d always loved coming to the symphony as an escape, as a way to avoid people and get lost in the music. But tonight was different. Tonight was special. I wanted to talk to everyone I passed by and tell them that the man I loved was playing up on that stage tonight for the first time in months, and I couldn’t be prouder of him. But the nerves were there, because I wanted everything to be perfect.

      This had been a long time coming for Gabe, and I was extremely thankful that I got to share this moment with him.

      I peered over the edge to where the empty seats on the stage where set up. “Our seats are right over here,” I said, gesturing to the partition that cornered off the box seats, and Daniela covered her mouth as a gasp escaped her.

      “A box seat?” She let out a soft chuckle and looked to her husband. “We have box seats.”

      “So I see.” Santiago looked over his wife’s head and gave a nod. “Thank you.”

      “Of course. I wanted you to have the best seats in the house. Nothing in the way for his debut.”

      Daniela looked out at the stage, and her eyes glistened. “That was so thoughtful.”

      “Also selfish.” I chuckled. “I don’t want anyone in my way either.”

      Daniela slipped her hand through the crook of my elbow and grinned at me, and her expression was so similar to her son’s that it was like Gabe was right there, instead of somewhere downstairs waiting in the wings.

      “Well then, tell me where to sit.”

      I directed her and her husband to the two seats closest to the rail, and I took the one behind them, since I was taller. As we settled in and waited for the final call to be announced, I looked at the program in my hand.

      Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony No. 9 in D Minor, Op.125. Gabe had been very careful to schedule his practice hours when I wasn’t around so tonight would be the first I heard him.

      I flipped open the program and skimmed over the names of the musicians until I came to the cellists, and there it was, right under his friend Dominque—Gabriel Romero.

      My heart soared even as my stomach flipped, and I couldn’t think of a time in my life when I’d ever been this happy or this proud, and he hadn’t even walked out on stage yet.

      I took in a deep breath and tried to calm my nerves, and that was when I heard a familiar voice say my name.

      I turned in my seat to see Logan and his husband Tate seated in the box next to ours, and behind them sat Ryan and Abby. Everyone had been able to make it, and I’d never been more positive that we’d made the right decision in staying here in Chicago. We had family and friends here, and tonight they’d all come out to celebrate Gabe.

      “Thanks for coming.” I smiled at the four of them. “He’ll love knowing you were here.”

      Logan looked down at the stage, and then back to me, and shrugged. “I had to come and check out my competition. They’re trying to steal my PA.”

      I chuckled, knowing that his presence here was about support above all else. Over the last couple of months, Gabe and I had gotten to know his boss—and the others who worked at Mitchell & Madison—well. They were more like one big, happy family than coworkers, and as it turned out, I had Logan to thank for urging Gabe to be open with me about his feelings.

      For that alone, I was more than happy to welcome him into my world.

      “Ryan.” I acknowledged Ryan with a half-smile, and he rolled his eyes. “No date tonight?”

      “I’m taking a time out from dating. I decided it’s time to get in touch with myself for a little while.”

      I arched an eyebrow, and he frowned.

      “You know what I mean.”

      I did. Gabe had mentioned a bad breakup a week ago when he went to visit his old roommate for lunch, but had assured me this was typical of Ryan, and by next week he’d bounce back on top of someone bigger and better.

      “Thanks for coming. Gabe will be thrilled.”

      “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”

      Abby winked at me and reached across the divider to squeeze my hand. “Nervous?”

      “A little. Is that weird?”

      “No. But you don’t need to be. He plays like a dream.”

      “I know. I just want everything to go right for him.”

      “You’re here, you love him, and he knows that. Everything is going to go perfect. So stop worrying and enjoy the show.”

      The lights flicked, indicating the performance was about to begin, and the members of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra began to walk on stage.

      That was when I saw him.

      He was dressed in a full tuxedo with tails, and Gabe’s white shirt, vest, and bow tie enhanced the smooth golden skin he was blessed with as he walked across the stage with his head held high and his cello in hand.

      He looked more handsome than he’d ever looked before. As he moved to the second row of seats and took his spot at the front edge of the stage, I was excited to have an unobstructed view.

      Gabe settled into his chair with his instrument resting between his thighs, then he opened the sheet of music on his stand and looked it over. Once all the musicians were seated, one of the violinists stood and moved to the conductor’s podium to begin the tuning.

      That was when Gabe brought his hand to his lips and kissed his fingertips, placed them over his heart where his treble clef tattoo was hidden, and aimed his eyes up at our box as though he could see me. Then a brilliant smile crossed his lips and the lights faded.

      

      
        
        Gabe

      

      

      THE STEADY, RELIABLE pitch of the oboe rang throughout the hall as Richard Chen, who was up on the podium, turned to each section of the orchestra and gave the instruction to tune to the oboe’s A note.

      The audience settled, and a hush came over the crowd.

      Tonight was a culmination of so many things for me. My seat here, back on the stage, playing professionally again for Marcus and my parents as part of this elite ensemble, and proving to Marcus that by staying here in Chicago, we could—and would—have the best of both worlds.

      Not that he needed any convincing. Marcus had laid down the law when it came to me possibly walking away from my burgeoning music career. It wasn’t going to happen, not on his watch. So we’d made a deal. He’d signed on with Tennant Broadcasting for four more years on the promise that we would reassess the situation when that contract was up. However, I had a feeling he was just humoring me.

      Marcus was happiest in Chicago. This was his hometown, and after that night at the Murphy, he’d not only opened his heart to me, but also his home. He invited me to move in, and we’d wasted no time in joining our lives.

      I didn’t think he relished the idea of leaving Franklin, either—and for that matter, neither did I.

      So, maybe one day New York would be for us, but for right now we were firmly rooted here in the Windy City, making memories like this one tonight.

      I settled in my seat and stroked my bow across the strings, listening to make sure it was now tuned to my A string. It was perfect, ready to play its part in what was considered Beethoven’s greatest work.

      As we all fell silent, Richard returned to his seat, and Stefan Vogt walked out to loud applause. He waved at the crowd, then looked to all of us and raised his baton.

      For the next seventy minutes, I was in heaven—and so was the audience, judging by their response at the end of each of the four movements. The applause was thunderous, the approval overwhelming, and the sense of finally coming full circle and being back where I belonged made my eyes blur as I got to my feet to take a bow.

      I glanced up into the balcony to where I knew Marcus and my parents would be, and when the lights flashed on and lit up the audience, I was shocked to see more than just his familiar face looking down at me.

      Logan, Tate, Abby, and Ryan were all cheering at the balcony railing, and in the box beside them, my mom was wiping tears from her eyes and my dad was hugging her into his side.

      I held my bow up to them, grinning from ear to ear, until my eyes skidded to a stop on the devastatingly handsome man standing tall and resplendent behind them.

      Striking in his black formalwear, Marcus looked like a king among men with his blond hair shining under the lights like a golden crown, and just like I had been the night we first met, I was mesmerized.

      I took a step forward, closer to the edge of the stage, drawn to him just as I had been then. His eyes were fixed on mine, and even from all the way down here, I could see the love shimmering in their blue depths as he applauded with the rest of the crowd.

      My heart swelled to bursting as I stared up at the dream I never could’ve imagined coming true. Marcus had been so far out of my league that he shouldn’t have even been obtainable. But as everyone in Orchestra Hall disappeared from view, he placed his hand over his heart where the bass to my treble heart lay forever and mouthed, “I love you,” and I knew I wasn’t dreaming.

      I’d gone after him with all kinds of bad intentions, but as I stared up into the face of my future, my love, my everything, I knew nothing but good would come from what we shared, because this right here was more than just a dream—it was my life, and I couldn’t wait to spend the rest of it with Marcus. St. James.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading GOOD INTENTIONS.

        I hope you enjoyed watching Gabe & Marcus fall in love, because they seriously carved out a place in my heart!

      

        

      
        If you’d like to catch up with the other characters mentioned in the Intentions Duet you can find them at the links below!

      

        

      
        Logan & Tate (Temptation Series)

        Robbie, Julien, & Priest (Confessions Series)

        Alexander Thorne & Sean Bailey (Prime Time Series)

      

        

      
        **Love GOOD INTENTIONS? Leave a review!

        Reviews are vital to authors, and all reviews, even just a couple of quick sentences, can help a reader decide whether to pick up our books.

        If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on the site you purchased from.**
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        If you’d like to get to know Ella better, you can find her getting up to all kinds of shenanigans at:

      

        

      
        The Naughty Umbrella

        (Facebook Group)

      

        

      
        TikTok

      

        

      
        Or any of the other social media links below!

      

        

      
        And if you would like to talk with other readers who love Ella’s character’s from her Chicagoverse, you can find them HERE at

        Ella Frank’s Temptation Series Facebook Group.

      

      

      
        
        Ella Frank is the USA Today Bestselling author of the Temptation series, including Try, Take, and Trust and is the co-author of the fan-favorite contemporary romance, Sex Addict. Her Exquisite series has been praised as “scorching hot!” and “enticingly sexy!”
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