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        To my brother-in-law Ted, who gave me the line about cold pillows and who doesn’t like to be questioned about his questions. I swear, this note in my iPhone probably made much more sense eight months ago when we had the conversation that solidified Dylan’s conflict for me, but whatever. You now get a book dedicated to you because of it.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

        Dylan

      

    
    
      “He is such a creepazoid, Dylan. Can’t you do something about it?” Kayla whined to me for the fortieth time that week. I blew out a puff of air and stared out into the chaos of a Saturday late afternoon crowd at a sports bar during baseball season. I could barely breathe the whole day, it had been so busy, let alone instruct the owner of the bar I managed that he wasn’t actually allowed to call female employees things like sweet cheeks and sugar and sexy girl.

      “I wish I could, Kayla. I’ve said as much as I dare, okay? Just ... avoid him if you can. Come to me with anything you need, and then I’ll have to be the one to deal with him. And if Jim calls me sweet cheeks, it’ll get ugly.” The way she smiled up at me with relief, the adoring look glittering in her big brown eyes gave me the freaking hives.

      Another one bites the dust. It wasn’t cockiness or anything, I swear. It was just a sad fact of life that eighty-nine percent of the single female employees I managed eventually fancied themselves in love with me. Sometimes the bartenders started a pool on how quickly one of the newbies would start throwing lingering glances my way, accidentally brushing past me when I was helping get their orders ready in the window. Honestly, when I noticed the new ones with engagement rings or heard that they had girlfriends, I was so freaking relieved.

      “Thank you, Dylan,” she said, laying a hand on my forearm and biting her lip in a way that she probably thought looked coy, but just looked painful to me. “You are the best.”

      I gave her a polite smile and stepped back, lifting my chin toward one of her tables. “No problem. Looks like your six top needs a refill.”

      While I stood with my back to the kitchen window, looking over the different tables and watching the servers in action, I didn’t hear Jim step up behind me. So when he clapped a hand over my shoulder, I actually jumped, like a little girl.

      “Man, I’m going to make a lot of money today,” Jim said far too loudly to keep me comfortable, as a couple at the table closest to me looked over at us. I smiled at them and basically wanted to die inside.

      “Looks like it. Rivalry games are good for business.”

      “They are, they are.” He removed his hand from my shoulder and rubbed at his chin, staring over at where Kayla was chatting with her table. “You did great with that one, Dylan.”

      I waved goodbye to one of the regulars and then glanced at Jim. “Yeah, she’s doing well. Customers like her.”

      “And that ass.” He whistled. I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Makes me pretty glad to be alive.”

      “Jim,” I said on an exhale. “Somebody is gonna sue your ass if you say stuff like that. Especially out loud.”

      With an unconcerned laugh, he elbowed me. “It’s not gonna be you, Steadman, I do know that.”

      The same couple next to us looked at each other for a moment and went back to eating. Just standing next to Jim made me feel guilty by association, let alone being employed by him.

      “Well, I may not sue you. But I have a little sister,” I gripped him on the shoulder like he had done to me, “and if I heard someone talk about her the way you just talked about Kayla, I’d rip his nutsack off. Boss or not. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to keep your customers happy.”

      Without a second glance at him to tell me whether I’d just gotten myself fired, because I didn’t really even care at that moment, I approached the table with the middle-aged couple.

      “You folks enjoying your meals so far?” The man smiled at me while I picked up some stray straw wrappers and a crumpled napkin off their table.

      “Food is great,” he said, leaning back in his chair and patting his stomach.

      “That’s what we like to hear. Can I get you two another beer? On the house.”

      His wife’s brows raised in surprise. “Do you normally hand out free drinks to patrons who haven’t complained yet?”

      I laughed, crossing my arms over my chest. “No. But we appreciate your business, and I’d also like to apologize for what you overheard. That’s not how things are typically done here.”

      The crowd roared when someone on the game scored, and we waited for it to quiet down again. He stretched a hand out, and I clasped it. “What’s your name, son?”

      “Dylan Steadman, sir. I’m the manager here.”

      “How long have you been doing that?”

      “About six years now. Started as a bartender, worked my way up.”

      The way he eyed me reminded me of my father and that tough steel behind his eyes made me stand up a little straighter. Instead of returning the greeting, he smiled and winked at his wife and then stood up from his chair, pulled his wallet out, and handed me a business card. The thick pewter gray paper said William Harrison, Owner & Operator. The other side held a flat, embossed logo of a mountain range over the words The Continental Divide Bar & Grille.

      “My wife and I are in Michigan visiting her sister,” he said by way of explanation. “But we live in Colorado, and I own a few bars myself.”

      “Oh, uh, that’s great Mr. Harrison. Then your compliment means even more.”

      He rocked back on his heels, completely unconcerned with the chaos of the full bar around us, just stared at me with a weird little smile on his face. “Ever thought about moving to the Rocky Mountain state, Dylan?”

      “Uhhhhhh, wha-?” Not my most shining moment, I admit. But what? What the what? My jaw was down somewhere around my Adam’s apple. “Sir?”

      “Call me Bill, please. Sir makes me feel old and crotchety.” I couldn’t even laugh at his joke; my brain had stalled somewhere around ‘moving’.

      “Which he can be,” his wife interjected with a soft smile at her husband. It was the same type of smile that my mom gave my dad when she teased him. “Honey, sit down and let the poor man do his job.”

      “No, it’s fine, Bill,” I said slowly. “And I’m flattered you’d ask. Though you’re probably just being nice, right?”

      He finally sat back down in his seat and took a slow sip of the water in front of him. “I never extend pity job offers.”

      “But you don’t even know me.”

      Bill raised his eyebrows in concession. “Fair enough. But we’ve been sitting here for two hours. Your staff is always smiling when they talk to you, your kitchen is quick getting food out, and it’s tasty. All of the servers are kind and capable; that’s a credit to good management. And you came right over here when you knew we’d heard something we shouldn’t have. Didn’t gloss over it or try to twist into something it’s not. That’s the kind of man I want working for me.” I was stunned. He could sense it too, because he just smiled and pointed at the card. “I’m going to be opening a new location in the next couple months. If you’re up for a change, let me know.”

      “Ah, I will. Thank you, sir, Bill. It was a pleasure to meet you both.”

      The rest of my shift passed in a blur, partially because it was so damn busy, but also because I just couldn’t get over it. That stuff didn’t happen to me. I knew I did a good job; I didn’t need some ass-hat like Jim to pat me on the back to tell me so. I worked hard, the people who worked for me respected me, because hey, if I wasn’t nice to them, then how did eighty-nine percent of the single women fall in love with me?

      But I wasn’t the guy who got job offers that included me moving halfway across the country because an employer was so blown away by me. Out of all my siblings, me being the second youngest of five, I wasn’t the one who stood out. I didn’t own a company like my twin brothers did, I wasn’t a lawyer like Tate, and Casey, well, she was just good at everything she did.

      By the time I made it home, I didn’t turn on the TV or call anyone. I just sank into the couch with my bowl of cereal and stared at the dark room. Like a loser, which was fine. I worked way too many damn hours to care about whether people thought it was lame for me to sit at home on a Saturday night.

      I set the empty bowl next to me on the couch and pulled my phone out of my back pocket. The screen was bright in the dark room, so I had to squint a little while I flipped through Facebook.

      For the most part I hated social media, but I could see all the pictures of my nephews this way. I laughed when I watched a video that my sister-in-law Rachel had posted of her and Tate’s son, Asher. Tate was in their backyard, tossing Asher so high into the air that Rachel hissed at him to be careful. But Asher was belly-laughing every time my brother tossed him higher and higher, always catching him.

      Most of my guy friends would probably call me a twinky for saying it, but sometimes all the pictures and the videos just made me sad. I loved those kids. They always made me smile and I never failed to spoil them rotten just so I could be the favorite uncle, but everyone else had that. Everyone. And it didn’t bother me because I wanted it, believe it or not, but because it just set me apart so much.

      The friends from high school that still lived in west Michigan were all married with at least one kid. My sister Casey was the sibling I was closest to, but she was married to Jake and I expected her to be knocked up any day. Even without a munchkin slobbering over her, I didn’t talk to her nearly as much anymore. My family kicked ass, there was no doubt about it, but they all had busy lives that just kept getting busier.

      And it wasn’t that I was terribly unhappy here, because that wasn’t it. With the exception of douchebag Jim, I really enjoyed my job, and I was good at it. My house was okay, but it was a rental, nothing that I felt tied to. Just stuck in it. Actually, that’s kind of how everything felt for me, when I narrowed it down. I felt stuck. Going to the same places every week, never branching out enough, never seeing or experiencing the things that I always thought I would have by the age of thirty-four.

      Unless the perfect woman literally dropped into my lap, the way I was living now certainly wasn’t going to bring her to me. This week alone I’d worked seventy-four hours; not exactly an open schedule for experiencing new things. And there was no sign of that changing. The only way my life would change was if I made it happen.

      I watched the video of Asher one more time, grinning when Rachel told my brother he had a death wish by pretending like he was going to drop their son.

      Then I pulled Bill’s card out of my wallet and sent him a text.

      
        Me: It’s Dylan. I think I’d like to hear more.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        Dylan

      

    
    
      “Isaiah! Do not throw that back at him!” I leaned to the left, my dad leaned the right; both of us trying to see the Tigers game around my sister-in-law Jen who was mid-disciplinary action. Something with glue paste and an ear, but I couldn’t be sure. Jen pinned both of the boys with a rock-hard stare.

      “Jen, do you think you could move this a foot to the left?” I asked, pushing my bottom lip out in pout, batting my eyelids.

      “Only because you asked so nicely. Now put that lip back in before you hook it on something.” She smacked me on the side of the head and stalked after her kids. I wish I could say all of the insanity fazed me, but it really didn’t. I was one of five kids and I had six nephews under the age of ten. Nothing short of someone rubbing shit into my hair made me blink.

      My dad slapped me on the leg. “Well done. You don’t have to work today? Your mom was so happy you could make it.”

      We both groaned when something happened on the field, nothing out of the ordinary for the Tigers, and I nodded. “Yeah, I need to go in after dinner, but I switched some hours with Maggie. She wanted to be able to see her kid sing in church tonight.”

      He started to ask me something else and peals of laughter came from the kitchen, drawing my dad’s attention. It was a relief to not be his sole focus, because I was only one week from giving my notice at work. I’d already told my landlord I was moving, but my family? Knew nothing. They had no idea that I’d dropped one truck-full of household items off at Goodwill, and had spent hours researching what would be entailed in a cross country move.

      Even while we all moved from the various spots around my parents’ house to sit down at their long farm-style table, I couldn’t look at everyone’s faces and really understand the fact that in less than a month, I’d be thousands of miles away. My dad prayed before we ate, Rachel told a funny story about my brother, Casey snuggled into her husband’s side, the kids threw food at each other across the table, and I just sat there, unable to finish a single bite due to the fact that it turned to sawdust the moment it touched my tongue.

      No one had noticed yet, amongst all the commotion and laughter and chatter, that I was one touching family moment away from a complete and utter breakdown. I might cry.

      Oh no. No no no no. That couldn’t happen. If I didn’t come clean soon, I’d be sobbing into someone’s mashed potatoes.

      “I have something I need to tell you guys,” I began.

      “Jake and I have an announcement,” Casey said at the exact same time. Casey looked over at me, lifting an eyebrow. “You cannot be stealing my thunder right now.”

      “I don’t know what thunder I’m stealing. You could have made a pre-announcement, then I would have known to keep my mouth shut. You know, like, ‘hey everyone! In a few minutes, nobody else better have anything to say because I’m going to need the floor.’”

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine. You go.”

      I lifted my hands up. “No way. And deal with your wrath when everyone cares more about my news?”

      When a slow smile spread across her face, I knew. I fricken knew. Because her face was all glowey. And her eyes, the same blue-green that mine were, were all sparkling and shit. Yup. Little sister was gonna kill me when I said my thing after her thing. She took her husband Jake’s hand and smiled at him before turning to face everyone. Jake was damn near beaming, which should have tipped everyone off because the guy was not smiley.

      “Jake and I,” she cleared her throat, “well, I’m pregnant.”

      “I knew it!” Rachel yelled from across the table while everyone else erupted in cheers and applause. Well, the kids didn’t. They kept eating and chucking things at each other. I sipped my water, because the cheers just might die down in a second when it was my turn. But I winked at Casey when she looked over at me.

      “You’ll be a great mom,” I told her just loud enough that only she could hear me through the thumping backs and cooing women.

      Her eyes misted, but she grinned. “Duh. And my child will have the greatest wardrobe ever.”

      “Lord help me,” Jake said as he sat back down and wrapped an arm around my sister.

      “Oh my goodness,” my mom said on a sigh, her cheeks flushed and happy. “Oh, another grandchild, I can hardly stand it.”

      I smiled at my plate, pushing the roast into the mashed potatoes while their voices bubbled with happiness. The baby of the family was having a baby. It would most likely be another boy, because that’s just what Steadmans did. My brain wasn’t focused on what was happening around me, because all I could think about was how much things would change, how much I might miss. But the stronger part was excitement, the desire to go, to see, to climb a fricken mountain on my lunch break if I wanted to.

      “Dylan?”

      I looked up and, surprisingly, everyone’s attention was focused on me. Even Asher, who was gumming Rachel’s necklace and staring at the broccoli that hung from my fork. “Yeah?”

      “What did you want to tell us?” my mom asked.

      “Oh,” I pushed my plate away and steepled my hands in front of me. “It, uh, may seem anticlimactic in light of the blessed news over there.” I cleared my throat and cracked my neck to the side, not meeting anyone’s eyes, but the weight of them was so heavy on me. “I’m moving.” Nothing. Silence. Finally, I looked up. “To Colorado. In a month.”

      Casey burst into tears. Asher sneezed and got snot all over Rachel’s chest, and my mom and dad just stared at me with jaws hanging down.

      “Well, shit,” my brother Caleb finally said.

      “Daddy,” Caleb’s son Mason said around a mouthful of rolls, “you always tell Mommy not to say that around us.”

      My sister-in-law smiled at her son, then looked to me with sad eyes. “It’s okay this one time, Mase. Why don’t you boys take your plates to the sink and go play downstairs. The grown-ups probably want to talk a little.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It took about thirty minutes to get the children corralled downstairs, the kitchen to be picked up in the minimal accepted state for my mother to walk away, and for Rachel to get Asher settled in the crib that my parents kept in Tate’s old bedroom.

      I sat on the couch, waiting for them all to sit there and stare at me, waiting for an explanation, feeling like a rock was pulling down my stomach. Nobody in our family had ever moved away.

      Ever.

      We all lived less than thirty minutes from each other, and even when Tate and the twins, Caleb and Michael had gone off to college, it was within driving distance.

      My dad turned the TV off and sat opposite of me, pretending very hard like he didn’t want to ask me a million questions, but my mom had decreed that we wait until the kids were settled and out of the room.

      A flippin’ family meeting all because I was taking a new job. Not that they’d need to give me permission–I was a grown man–but I knew they were curious. Casey and Jake wandered in from the backyard and she gave me a smile, an encouraging smile that I returned easily. Her eyes were dry, but her cheeks still looked a little splotchy from crying. Jake whispered something in her ear and she laughed up at him, giving him a kiss on the cheek.

      My mom finally came in with Rachel, Jen and Melissa, my brothers all following right behind their wives. When they were settled, I felt like someone had dropped me onto a stage that I wasn’t expecting to be on.

      “Okay,” my mom began, grabbing my dad’s hand with her own, “talk to me, son. We’re a little surprised here.”

      “I know. And maybe I should have found a better way to tell you guys, but it’s all been a little sudden.” I smoothed my hands down my thighs, warming the denim of my jeans. “I got a job offer from a customer at work. He was here visiting family with his wife, but owns some upscale sports bars in the Denver area. I talked to him that night, and he offered me a job managing his newest location that hasn’t even opened yet. It’s better pay–much better than what I get now–and he’s got three full-time managers at each place so the schedule isn’t as insane.”

      Nobody said anything right away, obviously deferring to Mom and Dad for the line of questioning. My dad cleared his throat. “And this is something you’ve wanted to do? To move?”

      I shrugged, swallowing back some joke or sarcastic comment like I might normally give for an answer. “I don’t think I knew I wanted to until I talked to Bill again–that’s his name. But I’m thirty-four and single. I rarely go on vacation and I’ve lived in the same place my entire life. If I’m ever going to do something like this, experience a new thing, isn’t this the best and most logical time for me to do it?”

      He nodded slightly, eyes warming. “Colorado is a wonderful place to visit, I suppose.”

      “That it is,” I replied, sinking back into the chair with no small amount of relief. Casey sniffed from where she was tucked into Jake’s side so I threw a pillow at her.

      “I’m sorry,” she wailed, tears falling down her face again. Rachel rolled her eyes from the other side of Casey, earning a hard elbow in her side from my sister. They’d been friends for like, twenty years or something so they were allowed to treat each other like that. “But you won’t be here when our baby is born! And I hardly see you as it is. If you go off and live in the mountains and grow a beard or something, my child won’t even know you!”

      “Casey,” her husband said in a low voice, “it’ll be okay. I’m sure Dylan won’t be living off the grid or anything. It’s a good thing to experience the world.” He looked up at me, still rubbing my sister’s back. “I’m happy for you, man.”

      “Thanks, Jake. I appreciate it.”

      But like I expected, Casey couldn’t drop it. “It’s just so like you, Dylan. You never say a single word about possibly wanting to live somewhere else, and as soon as the idea pops in your head? Boom. Decision made, no one is even allowed to discuss it with you because you’re so freaking stubborn.”

      “I didn’t talk to you about it beforehand because I don’t need your permission,” I replied gently. Normally I’d push back harder, it’s what Casey and I did, but she was knocked up now. It was like she’d just bought herself a ‘get out of jail free card’ for everything. “And I’ve given this a lot of thought over the last couple weeks. I’m not doing this on a whim. I’m sure it seems like it right now, but I promise, I’ve thought this through.”

      I could see in her face that she was slightly mollified, because she nodded and let Caleb ask a question.

      “So the pay is more,” Caleb said. “Is it enough to make up for the higher cost of living? The real estate market in Denver is crazy right now. They can’t build fast enough.”

      Caleb and Michael co-owned a construction company, so it wasn’t a surprise that his first thoughts would go there. I leaned forward and braced my arms on my knees. “I know. But I’m not in a rush to buy just yet. And Garrett said I could stay with him until I figure out where I want to live.”

      I wasn’t stupid, and throwing his name in there, reminding them that I had a friend in the area would definitely make them feel better.

      Tate wanted to know about the job and what area of Denver that the bar was in. It wasn’t hard to see my mom was trying to keep her shit together; her smile was wobbly at best as I answered all their questions.

      All of a sudden, Casey perked up, a huge grin spreading across her face. Pregnancy hormones honestly freaked me out a little bit.

      “I changed my mind,” she said, bouncing in place a little.

      “Why?” I asked, not even attempting to mask the suspicion in my voice.

      She waggled her eyebrows. “Because I can almost guarantee that you’ll move there and meet some awesome Colorado chick and fall madly in love and get married and have babies.”

      “Come on, Casey.” I raised my eyebrows. “I have no problem with a cold pillow next to me and you know it.”

      My mom cleared her throat, suddenly not looking like she was going to cry anymore and my dad winked.

      “Excellent, I love thinking about the possibility of you having someone to warm the pillow.” She rolled her eyes.

      “I’m serious. It’s not that I don’t want all of that someday, what all of you have, but I’m not willing to be in any relationship just so I can have someone. And that’s what I mean, having a cold pillow next to me in bed isn’t a bad thing. I’m not moving to find someone. I’m moving because it feels like the right thing to do. Like it’s the best chance I’ll have to try out an adventure like this.”

      She just held my stare with a stupid little smirk on her face, and I finally rolled my eyes.

      “Fine. Yes, that’s why, Casey. There’s no woman for me in Michigan, certainly not that can compare to the soul mate that waits for me in Colorado. The job? Oh, that’s secondary to meeting the love of my life and falling madly in love with her the moment I meet her.”

      “Geez,” she drawled. “No need to get dramatic. But I always love when people come around to my way of thinking.”

      “We know,” everyone in the room said in unison.

      When the laughter quieted down, my dad gave me a long look, and a sad enough one, that I had to blink a few times.

      “We’re happy for you, son.” He wrapped an arm around my mom’s shoulders and she smiled at me, a bigger and stronger smile that made me breathe a bit easier. “Now, what can we do to help?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

        Dylan

      

    
    
      
        One month later

      

      It was official.

      If I didn’t get out of my truck in the next thirty minutes, I’d set the damn thing on fire. The eighteen-ish hour drive from Grand Rapids, Michigan to Denver, Colorado ended up taking about twenty-two because my full-size pickup truck hauling the U-Haul trailer wasn’t exactly the speediest mode of transportation in the world.

      And through the familiarity of Indiana to Illinois, to the gentle, hilly greenery of Iowa into the flat, brown endless stretches of Nebraska and finally, the also brown, endless stretches of eastern Colorado, I had one companion. The weirdly soothing voice from the GPS on my phone told me to hang a left and then make an immediate right into my destination.

      “Thank you, oh dearest love of my life,” I told her. Seriously, I think she kept me sane during the drive considering I had no one to talk to. At one point in Nebraska, I kept singing to her with little to no gratitude from her at my attempts to entertain her.

      While I waited for the light to turn green, I leaned forward to look through my windshield, smiling at the Rocky Mountains off in the distance, the jagged peaks that jutted into the sky west of the city. When my cell rang from the console, the movement to the side made a sore muscle twinge in my feeling-very-old back.

      I’d barely opened my mouth to say hello before quickly yanking the phone away from my ear.

      “Dude,” Garrett bellowed. “What the ever loving hell is taking you so long?”

      I waited a moment before bringing it back to my face when he called my name again. “Oh sorry, just preserving my eardrums,” I said, finally able to move when the light changed. “I’m literally thirty seconds away, jackass. Just turned onto Alta Vista.”

      He gave a whoop and I laughed, slowing when the entrance appeared on my left. A stacked rock sign, easily over six feet tall, guarded the entrance with scripted metal letters adorning the face of the rocks. The Ridge at Alta Vista. Garrett had lived in the same place, a neighborhood association made up of homes and condos and upscale apartments, since I last took a long weekend to visit him, a paltry five years earlier. I told him I’d be at his place shortly, and tossed the phone on the passenger seat before taking a left into the entrance when traffic finally cleared.

      Leaning forward again to stretch out my back, the long, curved roads through the development actually gave me an unmanly bout of nerves. I didn’t live in Michigan anymore. Thinking about pulling into Garrett’s driveaway, my temporary landing station until I found a place of my own, it actually dawned on me that this would be it. The nerves stretched and grew wings, but not like, butterflies or anything. They were bigger, a helluva lot scarier, with spiked, iron edges.

      Dragons! Yeah, I had dragons swimming through my gut. Because that felt more masculine to say, that I was suddenly so nervous about that fact that I’d uprooted my life, moved away from my entire family, and it all finally felt real.

      The road curved around nicely landscaped condos similar to Garrett’s, some more like giant houses, but all with some sort of natural rock or wood along the front. The development had grown, by a lot actually, since the last time I’d visited.

      When I took the second right onto his street, I pulled the truck in front of the driveway and sank back in my seat after throwing it in park. Even though I wanted nothing more than to run screaming from my truck, I shot a text to my mom before I got out, letting her know I’d made it safely. Just as I was tucking my phone into my back pocket, the driver’s side door was wrenched open.

      “Welcome to Colorado, dickhead!” Garrett said with a huge smile, then tossed something at me.

      The sun made it sparkle as it settled into every nook and cranny on me. And in my truck. “Glitter? Seriously?”

      “Not just any glitter,” he said as I picked a piece from my eyebrow. “It’s Denver Broncos glitter. Welcome to the state of actually having a good football team.”

      Sure enough, the one I held in my hand was a tiny blue, white and orange Bronco head. It would have been a lot easier if I could have been pissed at Garrett, but it was virtually impossible. So I did the next best thing and grabbed him in a giant bear hug, lifting him up off of his feet and guaranteeing that he got as much glitter on him as I probably had on me.

      He shoved at me when I let him go, and the way we laughed set something within me at ease. I hadn’t seen him in five years, and we’d only gone to school together for another five in late middle school, early high school when his family had relocated from Colorado to Michigan for his father’s job.

      “Took you long enough,” he said, swiping at the glitter that was still stuck on his forearm.

      “As much as I love my truck, and I do, it’s not the fastest for cross country travels. I swear I had semis passing me for a couple hours in Nebraska.”

      Garrett laughed as I walked around the front of my truck and stretched my arms above my head. The sun felt amazing, and the heat in the air surprised me for May, especially since you could still see some white on the tips of the mountains.

      “Need me to grab anything?”

      “Yeah,” I said, then whipped a duffel bag at him, grinning when it caught him on the side of the head.

      “Dick.”

      “That’s for the glitter, a-hole.” Snagging the strap for my laptop bag and my backpack, I followed him up the driveway, admiring the way the sidewalk up to his front door was neatly landscaped. “You plant flowers now?”

      He sniggered and looked over his shoulder. “Anna.”

      “Ahh, makes sense.” Anna was his sister, younger than us by a few years. “What’s she up to these days?”

      “She’s an interior designer at a firm downtown, still married to the douche, which drives me up a wall, but what can you do?”

      We cleared the heavy wood door that led into his condo, and I stopped dead. It looked like I’d walked into a model home done up for a magazine shoot. All granite countertops, dark leather furniture and mahogany wood tables, and pillows. A lot of pillows in large, sturdy chairs.

      “Garrett?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Did you sleep with one of Anna’s coworkers or something?”

      He set my bag down just next to the door of the guest room that would be mine until I could find my own place. “You making fun of my place?”

      “Nooooo,” I drawled and hooked my laptop bag on onto the back of one of the chairs tucked into the dining table. The immaculately decorated dining room table. “I’m just … having throw pillow envy. Garrett, I gotta tell you, that’s a really masculine shade of blue.”

      He flipped his middle finger up at me, something he used to do often in high school.

      “Anna,” he sighed and walked past me to open the fridge. “She thinks I’ll find a wife if my place looks nice. Want a beer?”

      Even though my mouth watered, I shook my head. “I shouldn’t. I’m gonna take a quick shower and go check out the bar. I’ll take something with caffeine though, if you’ve got it.”

      He rolled his eyes, but handed me a can of Coke from the door of the fridge. “I can already tell that your work ethic is going to annoy the shit out of me.”

      “Shut up and come help me unhook the U-Haul, then you can be annoyed to your heart’s content.”
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* * *

      I didn’t know whether everyone had the feeling that I was currently experiencing. The feeling that when you visited somewhere new, everything felt nicer than where you came from but that was totally the case on my drive from Garrett’s to The Continental Divide. It just felt nicer than Michigan. The stores and neighborhoods, even the street signs looked foreign in a really exciting way.

      The shower had revived me, along with the Coke and a piece of cold pizza, and I felt like I could maybe meet everyone at work and not feel the hangover of a solid day of travel covering me.

      When I took a right into the parking lot, the building rose up on the crest of a small hill, all wood beams and field rock. The sharp peak of the front entrance held the metal sign proclaiming the name. It didn’t look like a brand new building, in a really good way; like it had been set there years before and everything grew around it.

      At my request, Bill had left my key to the building with Garrett, since I wasn’t positive when I’d be in for the first time. Sure, I probably should have let him know that I would be stopping by, but I kinda wanted to see it without any notice. Using my key to open the heavy front door, I walked into the darkened waiting area and a slow, easy smile spread across my face. If I had to give it a name, I’d say he was going for Industrial Log Cabin as a look, and holy shit, did it work.

      The large, curving host stand in the corner was hand-carved mahogany, with a wrought iron light fixture in the shape of a bell and three old-fashioned light bulbs visible through the spindles of metal. Along both walls were heavy benches stretching the length of the area. The floors looked like stained concrete, and they paved the way around the space to two large openings about ten feet apart, both framed with log beams.

      Through the right opening, I could hear soft voices talking followed by the high pitched laughter of a woman. The left opening fed through to the family dining room, though that still had wood-framed television screens perched above both of the rock fireplaces that flanked each wall.

      While I walked the length of the dining room, I ran my hand along the soft brown leather of the curved booths, each one easily fitting six people and I wanted to crow with freaking happiness. Everything. I loved everything that I touched my eyes on.

      The voices in the sports bar grew louder, and I turned when someone walked into the dining area, a petite woman with messy blonde hair and giant brown eyes that widened at the sight of me.

      “Umm, hi,” she said cautiously. “We’re actually not open yet.”

      I braced my hands on the back of the chair in front of me and her eyes followed the movement. She reminded me of a doe, not sure whether she should bolt in the opposite direction or not.

      “I know.”

      She pulled up a few inches taller, still so much shorter than me, after I said that so calmly. “We certainly appreciate your interest, but we don’t officially open for another four days. Be sure to come back when we do.”

      “I think I’d like to stay,” I said lightly, curious as to how she’d handle me if I really were just someone who wandered in. “It certainly looks like a nice place.”

      “It is,” she said in a voice that was kind, but firm. “You’re welcome to check out the menu online or just come on back when we open next week.”

      Our eyes held for a second, and when I started smiling, her brows dipped in confusion.

      “Man, that’s too bad. I was really hoping to get some food today.”

      “Bill?” she called out over her shoulder, keeping a steady eye on me. Inexplicably, and quite inconveniently, it sent lightning skittering down my spine. “You better come in here for a second. I’m about to karate chop this dude’s ass if he doesn’t leave.”

      I barked out a laugh and she set her jaw, which made me laugh even harder. She was a solid foot shorter than me, and couldn’t weigh more than a buck fifteen.

      Bill walked into the room and smiled at me. “Dylan! Good to see you.”

      The girl clapped a hand over her mouth when Bill said my name, pinching her eyes shut. I took his outstretched hand and smiled back.

      “This our bouncer?” I asked, jerking my chin at her. By now, she’d covered her face with both hands, peeking out from behind her fingers. Her shoulders shook a little and I could hear muffled laughter, which made me grin in return.

      She lowered her hands and gave a pitiful wave in my direction when Bill laughed in response.

      “Kat,” she said, cheeks pinking in a blush. “I’m just gonna go hide behind the bar now. Nice to meet you, boss.”

      “So,” Bill started once we’d taken a seat, and spread open a folder with a bunch of papers in it. “I was working on staffing before you showed up and what we have left to do before we open on Saturday, which isn’t much. Kat is training the newest server we hired, but we’ll have to wait until we open to see if we’ll need another.”

      “Kat? The girl?” I asked. “Is she even old enough to serve drinks?”

      Bill coughed out a laugh and pointed a finger at me. “Careful, can’t ask that or we’ll slap you for age discrimination.”

      I relaxed a little when he smiled. Because hey, you never know.

      Bill shook his head. “You need to relax a little, Dylan. Kat’s in her early twenties. She was in our location down in the Springs for three years, and was going to move up here for a job after she finished school, so I asked if she’d help out with the opening and training some of the new staff.”

      “Ahh, okay.” Great start. Insult what sounded like one of his favorite employees.

      Bill nodded and we got to work, going over schedules for opening week, deciding what kind of specials we wanted to extend past those first few days, and a couple other things. After we’d finished that, Bill took me around the corner from the restrooms and we walked down a flight of stairs to where the storeroom and a small office was.

      Cases of liquor lined the walls toward the office, which was for the three managers and Bill when he was there. The two other managers that I’d be working with would be in the next day. I excused myself to go get a glass of water, and made my way back upstairs, going through the kitchen instead.

      It was quiet and immaculate, with long stretches of stainless steel. The guy who would manage the back was doing some inventory stopped to thump me on the back in greeting. We were making small talk about where I’d lived in Michigan when I heard Kat start laughing out in the bar, which I could see through the kitchen window.

      I nodded my farewell and walked through the galley doors back into the bar area, taking in the massive space with no small sense of awe. The bar itself was almost an oval shape, dominating the center of the room, placed in a way that no matter where someone would take their seat, they’d have a perfect view of any one of the ten giant screens braced on all four walls. High top tables, large booths set in each corner, and square tables took up the rest of the space. The same metal light fixtures hung above the booths and the high tops, keeping the room looking warm and oddly intimate, despite its massive size.

      Feeling the responsibility of my new job, I blew out a long breath. This job was definitely a bigger one than the one I’d left at the Bombay, seeing as the Bombay was roughly half the size of this place. Kat was talking to a young-looking guy in thick-framed black glasses, who weighed about as much as she did, and they were both polishing glasses and straightening liquor bottles.

      She stopped and aimed a remote toward what must have been the sound system, and as soon as she waved it with a flourish, the speakers started pounding with Who Run the World (Girls).

      Now, some guys might have been loathe to admit that they knew every word of that song. But not me. I had a younger sister and had worked at bars for the last ten years, so I knew my way around Beyoncé. What was new though was the jerky, uncoordinated dancing that Kat started doing to the beat, a tequila bottle in each hand.

      Then she started spinning, whipping her head to the side and I caught a peek of some neon pink and blue chunks of hair underneath the blonde. The kid was looking at her with unabashed adoration and I had to swipe a hand over my mouth not to laugh. She started doing some interpretation of the running man, and her slightly off-key singing brought a chuckle from behind me.

      Bill stared at Kat with something akin to fatherly affection and I just shook my head.

      “Who run this motherfuc-” she yelled out when Bill cleared his throat. Loudly. Kat froze in place, the bottle of Patron hovering just in front of her face, like she was using it as a mic.

      She turned in place to face us, her cheeks flushing bright red when she spotted me. The music cut off when the kid hit a button on the remote.

      “Sorry, Bill,” she said in a meek voice.

      “Just keep it down a bit next time, Kat.”

      He went back toward the office and I made my way over to the bar, trying very hard to keep my face even. She gave me a small smile while placing the bottle in its place on one of the higher shelves.

      “Can I get you anything, boss?”

      “Just Dylan, please.”

      The kid cleared his throat and sent me an awkward wave. “I’m Brian. I’m the bar-back.”

      “Nice to meet you, Brian.” Kat was still busying herself with the bottles, which were immaculate, and she definitely wouldn’t look my direction. “So, you guys like working for Bill?”

      Then she flicked a dark-eyed glance at me, but only for a second, before grabbing an empty glass and filling it with the gun. “Yeah, Bill is the best. He’s fair and doesn’t lose his temper. Flexible with the staff, and always asks our input on stuff before he makes changes.”

      “That’s good to know,” I said after taking a sip from the glass she handed me. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      I held up the glass.

      “Sure, no prob. Umm, I better go see if Bill needs help with anything.” She was almost clear of the bar when she made a quick pivot towards me. “Oh. Welcome to Colorado, boss. I hope you like it here.”

      “Dylan,” I repeated, pointing at my chest. Even when she wasn’t smiling, her lips were wide and covered more area on her face than seemed natural. But when they curved up on the side, it lifted her cheeks. When she did that, I wanted to amend my earlier statement. Kat didn’t look like a doe. She looked like a fairy.

      Then she was gone, Brian in her wake, and I shook my head again.

      “Thanks,” I said to absolutely no one. “I think I will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

        Dylan

      

    
    
      “Holy shit, man,” Garrett said from the door to my room, where I lay on the bed with my laptop, “I was starting to think I’d imagined you moving here, but then I’d see the shit you leave everywhere and I knew it actually happened.”

      I laughed, but he was right. We’d hardly seen each other in the last week and I did have a bad habit of leaving my stuff everywhere.

      It probably should have scared me, how quickly the last eight days had gone by. But it was so supremely awesome that I couldn’t even be stressed out. The opening weekend of the bar was smooth and insane in how busy it was, like nothing I’d ever experienced. But Bill had good staff, and the other two managers were helpful and friendly, not that any of us had too much time to make small talk.

      Since Bill had shoved me home at one point when I’d tried to stay longer, I’d only put in about sixty hours that first week. So for the first day since I’d gotten to Garrett’s, I’d been off. Completely and totally off, sleeping for about eleven hours the night before and finally catching up with my mom and Casey on the phone that morning while Garrett was at the office, doing whatever busy work his dad gave him at the financial firm he owned.

      “I know,” I said, closing the browser of the house search I was doing. “But I’m off tomorrow too.”

      “Good,” Garrett said and clapped his hands. “Then you can drink with the guys tonight.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, I invited them over to meet you, if that’s okay.”

      After plugging my computer in and setting it on the nightstand, I stood and popped my back with a groan. “Who’s coming over?”

      “Cole is already here, Tristan and Michael will be here soon. They live across the street.”

      I followed him out into the living room, where a guy had his back to us and had a phone up to his ear. And he was tall. Like holy hell tall.

      He hung up and turned with a smile on his face. I took his hand and tried not to gape.

      “Cole, this is Dylan. Dylan, Cole.”

      “Nice to meet you, man.” I peered up at him. “How tall are you exactly?”

      Garrett choked on a laugh, and Cole gripped my hand tighter, staring down at me in a way that kinda made me want to piss myself.

      “Maybe I hate being asked that more than anything.”

      I swallowed, very much not wanting to feel like a dick for asking, but I pushed a smile on my face and tried to extricate my hand, but he just clamped down with his massive giant hands.

      Then he burst out laughing and let go of my hand. “I’m just kidding. I’m six-seven.”

      I shoved at Garrett’s shoulder when he doubled over in laughter. “Not funny, dude.”

      Cole clapped me on the shoulder and walked into the kitchen. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist. Can I grab you a beer?”

      “Yeah,” I said, flexing my hand. “Man. Six-seven. I’m six-two and don’t know that I’ve ever felt so short.”

      “And you know what’s crazy?” Garrett asked, picking up his pint glass from the granite island behind him. “The amount of women that hit on him, despite his giant status.”

      Cole sighed and handed me an India Pale Ale from a local brewery that we also had on tap at The Divide.

      “No, I’m serious,” Garrett continued. “Short women, tall women, sisters, married women—”

      “That happened once,” Cole interjected at the mention of married women.

      “—including married women whose husbands are in the next room when they hit on him.”

      I choked on my beer and Cole rolled his eyes. The front door opened and two guys who looked a whole helluva lot alike walked in—only one had longer hair—both with the same eyes and strong noses.

      “Dylan, meet the brothers Whitfield, Tristan and Michael.”

      Michael, the one with short hair, nodded and Tristan, with the man bun, reached out to shake my hand.

      “Did we miss anything good?” Michael asked.

      Garrett shook his head. “Came just in time. I was explaining Cole’s issues with women to Dylan.”

      The brothers Whitfield just nodded and went about getting their beers, so this was clearly a normal occurrence. Cole had taken a seat at the table and covered his face with his hands, elbows braced on the mahogany.

      “It’s okay,” I said to Garrett. “Maybe I don’t need to know.”

      “Yes you do,” the brothers said in unison.

      Okay then.

      I took a seat next to Cole and he just shook his head, still not looking at any of us.

      “Now, with what I just told you, you’d think that since he’s drowning in pu—”

      “Don’t say it,” Tristan growled at Garrett.

      Garrett held up his hands in concession. “Tristan hates it when I use the ‘p’ word. Fine. You’d think that since he was drowning in women, he’d have someone, right?”

      “Uh…”

      “But he’s doesn’t,” Garrett continued. “And I’d ask if you wanted to guess. But you won’t be able to.” Cole sighed again, finally lifting his head and giving Garrett a level look that was thoroughly ignored. “It’s because he’s in love with his ex-wife.”

      I scratched the side of my face. “Okay.”

      “The reason I tell you this,” Garrett continued like he didn’t sound like a crazy person, “is because we’re going to need to know where you fit in this little group that we have. Each one of us plays a role, you see.”

      The long drink of beer I took was nowhere enough, even though I’d just about drained half the bottle. Michael and Tristan took the seats opposite of me, their actions so identical that I wondered if they were twins.

      “I’m the happy bachelor. Don’t need a girlfriend, but I don’t sleep around either. Michael is the player.” After Garrett said it, I looked at Michael, who grinned unrepentantly. “I’ve just told you that Cole pines after the woman he can’t have. Tristan is the vault. We don’t know nothin’ about nothin’ with him, because he only speaks about four hundred words a day.” Tristan raised his brows in concession, taking a drink from his bottle. Garrett took the seat at the head of the table, finally gesturing to me. “Which just leaves you.”

      “You are worse than a pack of girls, Garrett, I swear.”

      “Are you gay?”

      “No,” I said firmly. “I am very much straight. I just … don’t really have time for relationships.”

      “The workaholic,” Michael said, nodding slowly. “I can see that.”

      “Dude. I met you like eight seconds ago.”

      He shrugged and smiled. “I live across the street. Your truck hasn’t exactly been here much in the last week.”

      “I’ve barely put in sixty hours this week. That’s nothing.” I turned to Cole, who finally looked happy again. “I feel like I should apologize for not stopping this train once it got started.”

      “Hey,” Cole said with raised hands, “I don’t care now that he’s done talking about me. He’s made all of us have this conversation at one point.”

      “You are so strange,” I said to Garrett. “And I cannot wait to move out of here, honestly.”

      “I can help with that,” Cole said, then pointed at himself. “Realtor.”

      “Can we go look at something now? Immediate possession maybe?” I asked.

      “So no serious relationships?” Garrett continued, undeterred.

      My head fell back onto the chair behind me and I thunked it on the hard wood a few times.

      “Might as well answer,” Cole said. “That way we can play cards.”

      “Fine,” I said on a sigh. “I work too much to try and make something work, and it’s been a long time since I’ve met someone interesting enough to make me think it was worth attempting since most women can’t handle how much I invest into my job. And I have no problem being single. There. Happy?”

      “Yup,” Garrett said, popping the ‘p’. “Now can we quit talking about women and play some fricken cards already? Geez.”
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* * *

      The idea of two days off had been nice in theory, but by mid-day the next day, I found myself driving to work anyway. The roads felt familiar by now, not that I’d veered off the path from Garrett’s to work a whole lot, but I planned on changing that.

      When I’d woke that morning before eight, I had all these grand plans to drive up to Red Rocks, maybe even go check out downtown Denver, see Union Station. But I didn’t really want to do those things by myself, not just yet. All the guys worked more typical schedules, with evenings and weekends off, with the exception of Cole, who had strange hours like me.

      And as if my thoughts had conjured him, my phone rang from the passenger seat and flashed his name.

      “Hey, man. What’s up?” I said once I’d wedged the phone between my shoulder and my face.

      “We never talked about finding you a place again last night, but I had an idea I wanted to run past you.”

      “Shoot.”

      I heard some shuffling papers in the background and a few clicks on a keyboard. “If you didn’t think it sounded too incestuous with all of us living there, there’s actually a unit about to go on the market just two streets over from Garrett’s.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t be opposed to that, but how did you even know what my budget was?”

      He laughed a little. “Garrett told me.”

      “What a dick. Of course he did.” I pulled into the parking lot of the restaurant and sighed. “Yeah, send me the link. It would be nice to actually unpack my stuff somewhere that’s mine.”

      “Will do. Talk to you soon.”

      I turned off the truck after I’d parked in the back of the lot. There weren’t too many cars there, which wasn’t surprising since it was late afternoon on a beautiful weekday. For a few minutes, I just sat in the quiet of my truck, enjoying the heavy heat of the sun coming through the windshield. Michigan in the spring was beautiful, no doubt about that, but for some reason, I couldn’t remember why. I couldn’t remember how anything was as beautiful as a place where the mountains looked down on you everywhere you went.

      Before I locked the truck, I slipped my aviators on and crossed the parking lot. I was searching out the key for the back door when I heard a sound back by the dumpsters. I cocked my head to the side and listened, but didn’t hear it again over the traffic rushing past on the street.

      But I heard it again after I’d stuck my key in the lock and turned, so I leaned to the side and looked at the two large metal dumpsters just to my right. They were walled off from the rest of the parking lot by a concrete wall, and when I walked in front of the first one, I heard it again. Just a tiny little whimper.

      Crouching down on the balls of my feet after the first dumpster came up clear, I peered around between the wall and the second dumpster when I saw it, all long reddish fur and giant brown eyes.

      “Well hey there, little guy,” I whispered and held my hand out to the puppy. All curled up the way he was, I couldn’t get a gauge on his size, but he wasn’t tiny. His snout neared my hand and he took a cautious sniff.

      He looked up at me again, and I swear, I felt it in my gut, his eyes looked so sad. Very carefully, I reached my hand closer and scratched the underside of his jaw, which he leaned into. I smiled and shifted a little closer.

      “Come here, little guy. Can I get a look at you?” I clicked my tongue a couple times and his long, fuzzy tail uncurled from around him, thumping a few times on the concrete beneath his body.

      Making a couple shuffles, he pulled his back legs up first, stretching his butt up in the air with a groan. But it wasn’t until he stood fully and then took an awkward lurch forward that I noticed the missing front leg. Or part of it was missing, at least.

      “Oh man, what happened to you, huh?”

      His tail was wagging in earnest now, and I eased a hand under his belly, tucking him into my chest as I stood. Sure enough, he settled right into me, heaving out a sigh when I stroked a hand down his soft, albeit a little smelly, fur.

      The back door swung open and Brian, the skinny bar-back, came out, stopping up short when he saw me. His eyebrows shot up his forehead over the rims of his glasses when he saw the dog.

      “Whoa, where’d he come from?”

      Tilting my head toward the dumpster, I shifted the dog in my arms. “Back there. Look, he’s missing part of one leg.”

      Tsking his tongue, Brian scratched the puppy’s head. “Poor dude.”

      “Yeah, umm, what should I do with him? Drop him off at a shelter or something?”

      But Brian was shaking his head. He held up a finger and fished his cell out of his back pocket, thumbing across the screen and pulling it up to his ear.

      “Umm, Kat? It’s umm, yeah. It’s Brian. Yeah, I know you’re not on tonight, but I’ve got someone who needs to come see you.”

      “Kat?” I whispered and he nodded. Huh.

      “Yeah,” he said to her. “Uh huh. Dylan found a puppy back by the dumpsters, and I think you can help. Can I send him your way?”

      Brian nodded and whispered for my phone number, which I gave him. The puppy swiped a soft tongue against my forearm and I grimaced down at him.

      “Suck up,” I whispered down at his head.

      Brian hung up the phone and looked up at me. “She’ll text you the address.”

      “Okay. So what exactly does she do?”

      “She’s a vet tech and works at some specialty place for animals that are missing limbs, that’s about all I know. Look, I gotta grab something out of my car and get back in there. Good luck with your dog.”

      “He’s not my dog.”

      “Whatever you say, boss,” Brian called over his shoulder.

      “It’s just Dylan,” I said to his retreating back, but he either didn’t hear me or was ignoring me.

      I shifted the puppy again and walked back to my truck. After carefully lifting him over to passenger seat after I’d sat down, he immediately tried to crawl over the console and back into my lap.

      “Ohhhh no way, dude. That is not happening.” Setting him back on the seat next to me, I scratched into the scruff of his neck, and he settled down quickly. His coloring was kinda like a Golden Retriever, but with shorter fur, with pointier ears and some whitish markings along his shoulder blades and around his eyes.

      “You kinda look like a fox, dude.” He lifted his head off the seat and looked at me, panting a little now that we were in the warm interior of my car. My phone chimed from the console and I lifted it up to see a text from a phone number with an area code that I didn’t recognize.

      
        Hi! It’s Kat. Brian said you have a new little friend to bring to me. I’m not busy right now and would love to check him out.

      

      I couldn’t help but grin at the cat face emoticon that she used after her name. Very interesting girl, that one was. While Google Maps was loading, I cranked the truck on and blasted the AC so that little guy wouldn’t overheat. Then I rolled my eyes because it was only like seventy out, and the passenger side of the truck wasn’t getting direct sun.

      The address loaded and I looked down at my companion.

      “Well, I guess I’ve gotta go see a girl about a dog.”

      He snuffed out a little bark at me, and we were off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

        Kat

      

    
    
      “Don’t freak out, Kat,” I scolded my flushed reflection in the bathroom mirror. I’d already splashed water on my face, but my heart was still thump-thumping erratically behind my breast bone. “He’s just a man. Just one averagely good-looking man, there is nothing to freak out about.”

      Yeah. Just averagely hot.

      With averagely freakish blue-green eyes.

      And averagely broad, muscular shoulders and chest that filled out a basic white shirt like it was custom made for him.

      I sank my still-wet cheeks into my hands, then ran them through my hair. And this right here? Was the number one problem with being a twenty-four year old with an uncashed V-Card and the world’s most awkward personality around men. Which was absolutely why I was still a virgin.

      All it took was one dimpled, white-toothed smile and I was a stammering mess. Pulling in a deep breath, I smoothed a hand down the front of my blue scrubs and let it out slowly. He was just a man. I could do this.

      I pushed from the bathroom and sank into a chair in the waiting room of the clinic that I’d worked at for the last three months since I graduated with my Veterinary Technician degree and the extra year long certification I’d worked for in Animal Rehabilitation. Working at Rocky Mountain Animal Rehabilitation Center was quite literally my dream come true from the time I was nine, which was when I first knew that it even meant anything to have a dream that I could wish for and that was in my control.

      Our receptionist, Glinda, watched me from over the rim of her cup of coffee from behind her desk, a knowing glint in her blue eyes.

      “What?” I snapped, tucking a piece of hair behind my ear.

      “Why are you so nervous, doll?”

      I waved a hand. “I am so obviously not nervous. Because why would I be? It’s just a possible new patient and I happen to know the guy bringing the dog in because he’s my boss. So what?”

      Then Dylan walked in, cradling a reddish puppy in his arms, and I could practically hear her bark of laughter at the sight of his muscles and blue eyes and dark hair and yup, the freaking dimple.

      He was just a man. He was just a man.

      “Hey,” I exclaimed a little too loudly and popped up from the chair, immediately zeroing in on the puppy, in all his fluffy, golden perfection. “Oh my goodness, look at your little face!”

      “Puppy isn’t bad either,” Glinda muttered from behind me. I shot her a squinty-eyed look that hopefully passed for a glare. But Dylan didn’t hear her, shifting his arms so that I could look at the two front legs on the dog.

      “Hey sweetheart,” I cooed to the pup, who lapped at my fingers with an excited tongue. Smoothing a careful hand down his right forearm, there was no wound or anything causing him immediate pain, just a bone that tapered down to a small stump a few inches before it should have formed a normal paw.

      “So what happened to him?” Dylan asked, talking in a hushed tone that was entirely unnecessary in our office. I glanced up at him and had to work to swallow at the concerned look in his bright bluish-green eyes. They were so … so—

      With a sharp cough, I cleared my throat and gestured to take the dog from his arms. Even though it was only a moment, Dylan hesitated, looking down at the dog. Oh my stars, could he get any hotter with not wanting to let go of the stray dog he found and was taking care of? Screw him. Seriously.

      “You know what?” I said, smothering a smile and looking back toward the open area where we’d evaluate the dog, “Why don’t you just carry him? He looks pretty comfortable with you.”

      “Yeah, sure. That’s fine.”

      Glinda grinned down at her calendar while I turned and unlocked the half door that lead to our main work area used for therapy and the exam rooms that branched off of it. Grabbing my clipboard from the long desk that stretched along the wall between rooms, I stepped back and gestured for Dylan to go in the room in front of me.

      There was a mat on the ground, but instead of lowering the puppy there, Dylan settled in one of the chairs next to it with the dog still in his arms. I tilted my head while the dog stretched and groaned, getting comfortable again in their new seat. The cuteness was probably going to kill me before the end of this appointment.

      “Did you see him walk at all when you found him?” I asked, putting on my very best professional voice.

      Absently, he stroked one of the dog’s ears, thinking back. “Yeah, a few steps towards me. But then I noticed the pretty major limp and picked him up.”

      I scribbled that down and then pointed at the mat on the floor.

      “Can you set him down for a minute? I want to see what we’re working with here.”

      Like he was carrying a newborn baby instead of a probably twelve to thirteen-week old puppy, based on what I could see, Dylan carefully moved from the chair into a crouching position on the floor, depositing the dog on the black mat.

      We both laughed when the dog immediately stretched his back legs out and flopped back down onto his belly. Stroking the silky fur on his side, I felt around the dog’s frame. A him, apparently. Everything else looked good, except that missing front paw.

      “So, did another animal do that to him?” Dylan asked.

      I gave him a quick look where he stayed crouched on the floor next to me, our shoulders almost brushing. Why were his shoulders so big?

      I shook my head. “I doubt it, not by how completely this is healed around the bone. It’s probably a birth abnormality. And obviously it’s hard to say how he ended up back by those dumpsters, but he doesn’t seem to be malnourished, maybe just a little thinner than we’d like to see.”

      When I scooted backward and made clicking noises with my tongue, the puppy perked up, his floppy ears lifting around his face. He stood and stretched again, then loped towards me. Even though I was watching the puppy’s jerky movements, I saw Dylan shift closer, like he might need to help. I held up a hand and shook my head, and Dylan sank back onto his haunches.

      The pup sniffed around, keeping the deformed paw lifted up when he wasn’t in movement. But when he walked, his right shoulder dipped significantly to compensate for the missing paw.

      “Okay,” I said, after taking a few more notes. “Come here, young man.”

      “It’s a he?”

      I lifted my head and nodded, scooping the puppy up and lifting one back leg to show the proof to Dylan, who laughed and wiped a hand across his mouth. His smiling, dimpled, completely ordinary, averagely appealing mouth.

      While I took some measurements of the puppy, I could feel Dylan watching me, his gaze hot on the top of my head. Not hot hot, not like that—men didn’t give me that kind of look. But hot in the way it filled the room, like there wasn’t room for anything else, even the oxygen that I needed to breathe.

      “He’s a strong little guy,” I said to break the silence, scratching down the puppy’s back, smiling when his rump arched up into my fingers.

      “What’s going to happen to him?”

      “What do you mean? With his leg?”

      The dog loped over to Dylan, scratching at his knee with the paw-less leg. The sadness on Dylan’s face was so sudden that I moved forward, ready to … what? I couldn’t touch him. You know, him being my manager and all that.

      “What’s wrong?” I finally asked.

      After taking a second to scratch under the dog’s jaw, he looked up me. “I hope he finds a good home. He’s sweet.”

      Obviously he didn’t expect me to burst out laughing, but his wide-eyed look made me laugh even harder, until I was wiping away tears of laughter.

      “Oh, Dylan, this dog is yours,” I said when I’d caught my breath. “We’re not an adoption agency. We rehabilitate animals that deal with these kinds of issues. We don’t rehome them.”

      “But I can’t,” he waved a hand at the puppy, who was sniffing along the seam of his jeans, “I can’t have a dog. I work a million hours a week.”

      With a groan, I unfolded from the ground and stood, wiping my hands together. There was no way I could not smile at the picture they made, the floppy golden puppy wriggling around Dylan’s legs, and Dylan’s large hands unthinkingly pulling it closer onto his lap.

      “See?” I pointed at what he was doing. “That, right there. I think you’ve officially been taken over, boss.”

      Dylan’s eyelids fell closed, and I took just one tiny second to mourn the loss of those vivid irises trained at me. The flutter thing going on in my belly was weird. Weird, weird, weird. And even more fluttery was my heart when he picked the puppy up and held their faces together with a deep sigh that made his whole chest heave. The dog licked Dylan’s nose. And my ovaries exploded.

      “I guess I have,” he said slowly. “What am I going to call you, oh great conqueror of the dog-less man?”

      Oh, I had to turn and leave the room. Pressing up against the hard edge of the desk, I pressed a hand over my pounding heart.

      “Kat?” Doctor Ramirez called from her office. With a deep breath, I went around the corner and gave her an update on our newest patient and his owner.
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* * *

      “So,” Dylan said from the chair that he’d moved back into when Doctor Ramirez and I came back in the room so she could examine him, “you’re putting a fake leg on my dog?”

      She laughed, turning the pup’s leg over in her hand. “I suppose that’s a simplified way to describe it, but yes. We’re going to want to see him regularly for a few more months, do some physical therapy to ease the tension in his neck and back from favoring that front right leg, and when he gets a little bit bigger—more his permanent size—we’ll cast his leg and send out for the prosthetic leg.” She moved her hands along the small stump to show Dylan where the leg would fit. “It’ll go right around here, he’ll wear it twenty-four-seven, and it’ll take all that pressure off of his spine and his neck. He’ll be as good as new.”

      Dylan stared down at the dog, then flicked a glance up at me. I gave him an encouraging smile. He pulled in a deep breath. “Okay, yeah. That sounds good. Insane, but, you know, good.” He stood up and held a hand out to her, which she took. “Thank you, doctor.”

      She winked at me when she turned to leave and I rolled my eyes.

      “So, uhh, where do I go to get stuff for him? And what kind of food should he eat?”

      Pausing where I was putting some stuff away in the cupboards, I looked up at him, looking so adorably clueless and uncomfortable.

      “Have you … have you ever had a dog before?”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “My parents had one when I was really little. And my sister and her husband have one now, but that’s the closest I’ve ever been to a pet owner.”

      I blew out a breath and looked at my watch. “Okay then. We don’t have any more appointments tonight since Clyde’s massage got cancelled.”

      “Clyde?”

      I nodded absently, thinking through what Dylan might need. “The pit bull. He gets a massage every Thursday, but they couldn’t come tonight. So you’re in luck.”

      Dylan looked down at where the dog was chewing the edge of his shoes. “Luck?”

      “Yeah, because it looks like we need to do some shopping.”

      He stared at me for a few long seconds, my words not registering at first. Then he started shaking his head, lifting his hands up like he was warding off an attack. “Oh shit, I can’t have a dog, Kat. I can’t.”

      “Sure you can,” I soothed, patting his forearm like I’d done to the dog’s head. Then I snatched my hand back because the heat from Dylan’s skin made me get all quivery in places that did not need quivering. “I’ll help you get everything you need.”

      “No, you don’t understand. I work like eighty hours a week,” he pointed a finger at me, “and isn’t that a horrible, sad life for a dog?”

      “I’m pretty sure that Bill said his managers won’t be working much more than fifty.”

      He scoffed, probably because he knew I was right. “Well, I don’t know how to potty train a dog. Or how much to feed it, and I definitely don’t know anything about training.”

      The puppy started whining, pawing at Dylan’s leg and I coughed out a laugh. “You don’t potty train dogs, Dylan, that’s kids.”

      Dylan sank into the chair underneath him, spearing his hands into all that dark, dark… umm, very average hair.

      “Did you name him?” I asked quietly.

      “Yes.” He sounded miserable.

      With a smile, I crouched down again and the pup lumbered over to me, plopping down and immediately showing me his belly, which I gladly scratched.

      “So what did he name you?” I said to the dog. “Fido? Boomer?”

      Dylan lifted his head and scoffed. “No way, he needs an epic name.” I waited, looking back down at the blissed-out dog almost falling asleep next to me. Finally, Dylan sighed and reached a hand down to one of those floppy ears, rubbing the fur between his fingers. “Leonidas.”

      “Come again?” I laughed.

      “You know, the King of Sparta?”

      “Umm, no?”

      “Gerard Butler in 300?” In answer, I shrugged. Dylan exhaled heavily like I’d done him some personal injury. “Well, this guy kicked ass, right? And if this one dog can manage on his own, missing a leg, then he probably kicks ass too. Plus,” he smoothed a hand along the puppy’s haunches and the subtle white markings that were there. “He kinda looks like a lion. You know, Leo for a lion?”

      Staring up at Dylan, I waited for him to meet my eyes again. When he finally did, I couldn’t stand it. He looked so embarrassed, and it was such a good look on his handsome, completely not average face that I wanted to kiss him.

      So instead, I stood up and clapped my hands, whipping that thought away. Men like Dylan, they almost always saw me as one of two things: the quirky girl that never sparked their interest or the little sister type. Probably the lack of cleavage. And hips. And that my usual attempt at flirting consisted of choking on my spit. So yeah, I did what came easiest and smacked him in the shoulder.

      “I like it,” I pronounced and he gave me a tiny smile that pinched my heart. “Now, let’s go shopping.”

      He groaned, picked up his dog, and followed me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        Kat

      

    
    
      Dylan followed me from work in a giant white truck, an older model that fit with all his rugged manly mountain-ness, which was all totally average, as I drove from the clinic to the closest pet store. The PetSmart parking lot wasn’t too busy when we parked and made our way in, the sun setting off to the west and making everything dusky and purple and pretty. Dylan set Leonidas in a cart since we didn’t have a collar or leash, and the slippery floors of the store might have caused him issues.

      “So,” he started when we walked down the food aisle and I picked up a twenty-pound bag of puppy chow and carefully tucked it next to Leonidas, who sniffed over the edges of the bag excitedly.

      “Yeah?”

      Dylan tossed a package of tennis balls into the cart. I gave him an amused smile considering Leonidas was months away from being able to chase them. He just shook his head, which made me smile even bigger. “How long have you worked at that place?”

      “Just for a couple months,” I said, pointing for him to grab some puppy shampoo. “I finished school last spring, and this is my first real job. You know, the one that people actually take seriously.”

      He laughed, but nodded. “Not that serving is a cake walk, but yeah, I know what you mean. I’ve been managing for years, and I still get that feeling when I tell people what I do.”

      Holding a bright green collar up, Dylan squinted and shook his head, reaching down for a royal blue one instead. I snagged the matching leash from a lower rung and tossed it in.

      “Were you a server before you managed?”

      “Bartender, actually.”

      “Now that I can see. You probably made a killing.” Instantly, I cringed, peering up at him to see if that came out as flirtatious as I so had not intended it to be. He just nudged me with his elbow, an easy grin on his face.

      “I did all right, I suppose. But I caught a break when another manager quit; I got thrown in with no idea what I was doing, and it just stuck, I guess.”

      “How long ago was that?”

      “You digging for how old I am?” he teased, those damn blue eyes sparkling at me. Sparkling.

      “Nope,” I said, and I meant it. If I knew that, I’d probably feel silly around him.

      The look he gave me was long and considering, like he wasn’t entirely positive I was telling the truth. But something told me that the more I knew about him and the more he knew about me, I’d feel that much more out of my league.

      “Fair enough,” he said. “So, is your family from around here?”

      Nope, that was also not happening. I pivoted to the side, trying to keep the prickle over my skin from spreading like it did any time someone asked where I was from. “I grew up in Nebraska.”

      “Ahh. That was quite the state to drive through. I almost fell asleep three times.”

      “That sounds about right.” I shoved some puppy training pads at him and gave him the biggest smile I could manage. “Don’t forget about these.”

      “Uhh, okay, yeah.”

      Before he could ask about my background again, I took the cart handle from him, and pushed off from the linoleum floor hard with one foot, then stepped up onto the bottom rail of the cart, gliding down the aisle. When he caught up with me, he was grinning.

      “Hey, careful with my dog.”

      I smiled at his playful tone and stepped off the cart. We meandered through the store, grabbing a few more toys and some dog biscuits, the right brush for Leonidas’ type of fur and a soft, fluffy round bed. When we turned down the aisle for the crates, I looked up at Dylan, who looked down at me with a confused, wrinkled brow.

      “Are you going to crate train him?”

      “I don’t know, Kat. I don’t even know what that is.”

      I laughed, pointing at a really nice one with a top opening. “It just gives him a safe place to be when you’re at work and protects your house from a bored puppy. Most dogs end up loving them.”

      Dylan stopped. “Oh shit, oh damn it, he’s going to murder me.”

      “Who?”

      “My friend, Garrett,” he groaned. “I’m staying with him until I find my own place.”

      “How laid back is Garrett?” The look Dylan gave me made me cringe. “Will he flip out?”

      “Well, I guess that depends on how much Leonidas here enjoys the taste of throw pillows.”

      I laughed, scratching Leonidas’s right ear. “He’ll learn, don’t worry. How about we go ring this stuff up, and then you can call Garrett on your way back home?”

      Dylan stopped, and then started walking backwards while I pushed the cart toward the checkout area. “Oh, you’re coming with me.”

      Red light. I stopped so quickly that Leonidas lurched against the bag of food. “I can’t come back to your house with you,” I practically shrieked. “You’re my boss.”

      “I’m technically only one-quarter of your boss,” he said calmly, gesturing for me to keep walking, but I wasn’t budging.

      “No. I’m wearing scrubs, and I’ve been massaging dogs all day and no. I can’t go to your house and meet your throw-pillow-obsessed roommate right now. No, no, no.”

      Dylan sighed and looked down at Leonidas, who was slowly running out of room among all his new possessions. “Well, sir, I think she’s ditching you in your hour of need.”

      “I am doing no such thing,” I whispered.

      “Just when we need her to help get you settled and show me how to make you pee outside and make sure Uncle Garrett welcomes you into his home with open arms.” He reached into the cart and hefted Leonidas up and out, settling him into those stupid arms. I popped a hip out and tapped my foot impatiently on the floor. He ignored me. “I don’t even know how much food I’m supposed to give you. What if you’re hungry all the time?”

      “Google it.”

      He ignored me, walking down the aisle, whispering into the puppy’s ears. “And what if Garrett kicks you out in the cold, cold night because he’s not properly introduced to you? I may mess it up. What will we do then?”

      “Oh for crying out loud,” I huffed, shoving past him with the cart and marching toward the cash registers. “I will give you thirty minutes, and that’s it.”

      The smile that covered Dylan’s face wasn’t smug, which almost made me smile back. He just looked relieved. Damn it. Then he set Leonidas back in the cart and ruffled my hair. Yup. The little sister category, I was right back into it.

      “Thanks, Sprite.”

      My jaw popped open, fighting against the initial rush of awesome that he gave me a nickname. I wasn’t supposed to love that so much, was I? “No.” There. I could fake it.

      “What?”

      “Uh-uh, Dylan. That is not happening here.”

      “But you’re so cute and little,” he said with all seriousness while he set items onto the conveyor belt. “Like a little fairy sprite.”

      “I just knocked fifteen minutes from my offer.” Which I totally did not mean.

      He clutched at his chest, groaning like he was in pain. “You wound me. I only give nicknames to the people I really like.”

      “Well find another one,” I muttered.

      We were both quiet while his stuff was rung up, but I could feel him glance at me every once in a while. My eyes stayed firmly on the dog. For those few minutes, I started worrying that I’d messed it up, this tentative little thing we had. I didn’t even dare think it—that f word that I’d struggled with my whole life. The friend one. Not the bad f word.

      My interactions with my coworkers hovered closely enough to surface stuff that they never followed me once I’d punched out. Just walking through the empty aisles of a pet store with Dylan felt foreign.

      Pathetic. The word crept up into my head before I could stop it. I was so pathetic, that I didn’t know how to do this, that I was so turned around hanging out with him that I didn’t know how to react properly to the things he said. It was bad enough that I couldn’t actually blame my awkwardness on that fact that he was a twelve on a one-to-ten scale. He could be four inches shorter than me and weigh three hundred pounds and I’d still have this unsettled feeling swimming through me if we hung out. But if he was trying, then so could I. I’d just have to find a way to leave the muscles and the dimples and the chiseled everything in my peripheral vision.

      “I like sprite, I guess,” I said, flicking my eyes to his face. He didn’t respond right away, tucking his credit card back into his wallet. I’d never been given a nickname before. And even though ‘sprite’ probably meant he looked at me like a little kid, it still made happy bubbles flit through my stomach. The idea that he had a name just for me, just used by him, was giving me a case of the warm fuzzies like I’d never experienced.

      “Good. I do too.” He gave the store worker a smile and then turned to me. “Ready to go?”

      I set my shoulders. “Lead the way.”
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* * *

      I didn’t know what I’d expected for his friend’s place, but the neighborhood was so beautifully manicured that all I could do was gawk. There were apartment buildings off in the distance, but all the winding roads that I followed Dylan through held beautiful condos in different styles, nothing cookie cutter, no mirror images anywhere I could see, unlike my apartment complex that now felt very shabby in comparison.

      When Dylan pulled his truck into the first driveway after the second right turn, I eased next to the curb across the street and sat in my car for a few seconds, unexpectedly nervous. Little gnawing bites of anxiety crept up my skin and I could feel the rattle of my heart under my ribs.

      Someone like Dylan probably couldn’t fathom what that felt like—the unease of an unfamiliar situation and unfamiliar people. I’d had it my whole life, the product of shuffling from one foster home to the other and never, ever knowing what to expect. Hunkering down and keeping quiet, keeping obedient meant I was ignored, and being ignored was the best possible outcome in a with a new foster family that didn’t particularly care if you were happy and settled.

      Unbidden, that trait had tracked me into adulthood, when I started school and my job with Bill four years earlier. Things like this? Walking into a beautiful home with a beautiful man who was being kind to me was probably what other people felt like before they stepped out of a skydiving plane and prayed that the chute would open. That breathless moment when you’re not sure your body will do what you command it to, which for me meant stepping out of the car.

      But I pulled in a breath through my nose, and let it out through my mouth, forcing my heart to slow its rapid tap dance. Dylan was waiting for me in the driveway with a patient smile on his face, though he couldn’t possibly know what was cycling through my head. Leonidas sniffed around at his feet, ambling through the trimmed grass to finally squat and pee on the lawn. Dylan hunkered down to praise him, and the proud look on his face made me grin.

      When the door of my rusty Civic opened with a squawk of protest, Dylan looked up at me. “Did you see that? He peed in the grass! My dog is a genius.”

      Leonidas’s tail was whipping side to side, and he bounced over toward me as soon as I cleared the street. The glow of the lights on the house made him look like a dark gold, and his wiggly body practically vibrated with happiness.

      “What a good boy,” I crooned, patting the side of his belly. Dylan was just about to speak when the front door swung open. The guy who braced himself in the doorway was probably as tall as Dylan, but leaner and lighter in coloring. He wasn’t looking at me, but at the wriggling, furry body at my feet with narrowed, dark eyes, then back at Dylan.

      “Dude.”

      The accusation in his voice made me chuckle a little bit.

      Dylan held up his hands. “Garrett, hear me out.”

      “You got a dog? Are you out of your mind?”

      “Trust me, I wasn’t expecting this either. But I’ll be out of here soon.” This earned him a glare. “Okay, at least I hope I am. But he’ll be fine, trust me.” Dylan gestured at me, and it was like Garrett finally registered that someone else was standing there. “Kat is going to help me get him all set up, and it’ll be great. You won’t even notice he’s around.”

      Garrett snorted, then walked down the front steps and across the lawn to where we stood. He had a sharp featured face that might have seemed harsh, but his smile was quick and easy when he aimed it at me and I couldn’t help but smile back.

      “Hi,” I said with an awkward wave. “I’m Kat. But yeah, I guess he already said that.”

      His smile broadened and he held out a hand to me, which I clasped and let go of quickly, so I could cross my arms in front of me. “And where did Dylan pick you up, Kat?”

      Before Dylan could say anything, I shrugged lightly. “Maybe I was behind the dumpster at work too.”

      Garrett’s smile grew even wider, taking me in from head to toe. It didn’t make me all fluttery, but not uncomfortable either.

      Tucking my hair behind my ear, a nervous tell that I knew I’d never be rid of, I looked over at Dylan, who was watching us carefully.

      “Just kidding,” I said, when Garrett didn’t respond. “I work at The Continental Divide, but I’m a vet tech too, so I checked out Leonidas after Dylan found him.”

      “A solid name.” Garrett tipped his chin at the dog. “I’m telling you, he chews up one thing, and I’ll kick your ass, dude.” The puppy hobbled over to Garrett, who finally noticed the leg. Instead of petting the dog, like I’d expected him, Garrett tipped his head back up to the sky and sighed. “Of course, he’s missing a leg. Now I can’t even get pissed at him if he does destroy something.”

      Dylan and I smiled at each other, and all three of us grabbed a handful of bags from the bed of his truck to carry into the house, the excited yips of Leonidas following us inside the house.

      After feeding a ravenous Leonidas from his new metal bowl in the laundry room, I took him outside and showed Dylan how to help him get used to the routine of waiting by the back slider that led into Garrett’s yard. Given that he had squatted to pee twice in the grass since we arrived, and hadn’t had a single accident inside, I had to guess that Leonidas had lived in a house, at least for a while.

      Dylan opened the slider for me and we walked back into the family room. Garrett was sprawled out on the couch, watching us underneath creased brows. Leonidas sniffed around the edge of the area rug that covered the hardwood floor, making his way around the heavy coffee table until he reached Garrett, who held out his hand to be checked out.

      “Okay, fine. He’s pretty cute.”

      “He’s handsome. And rugged,” Dylan corrected, taking a seat in the chair next to him. I tugged on the hem of my shirt, not sure if I should sit too. No, I should leave. They’d probably think I was weird if I stayed.

      “So Kat,” Garrett said, “where’re you from? What’s your story? How’d you get to this place in your life where you’re helping strange men adopt three-legged dogs?”

      Definitely should leave. Pushing out a tiny smile so he didn’t see how viscerally uncomfortable the questions made me, I rolled my eyes. “Not that you’re being nosy or anything.”

      “Come on, make yourself comfortable,” Garrett said, sitting up on the couch so there was room for me on the other end.

      “No, I really should get home.”

      “Boring.”

      “Garrett,” Dylan sighed. “You could at least ease her into your obnoxious personality in small increments.”

      “Also boring.” He winked at me, and I felt a blush hit my cheeks. It had been my curse my whole life, a shining beacon anytime I was embarrassed or angry or breathing. Dylan chucked a throw pillow at Garrett, who caught it easily and lobbed it back, hurling a horribly dirty name at Dylan while he did it. While they ragged on each other, I stood on the periphery, like I always did, watching the easy back and forth, the effortless way they interacted and suddenly felt tears clogging my throat.

      Neither one of them noticed when I started blinking rapidly and turned toward the kitchen so I could get my purse. Leonidas followed after me, leaning up against my leg when I searched for my keys with shaking hands.

      The warm press of his little body steadied me, but also made me feel a little silly. It was no wonder I couldn’t do this—make friends in any other way than the surface and superficial. I couldn’t even stand in the same room and not feel completely overwhelmed with envy at their ability to exist together comfortably.

      “Hey,” Dylan said from behind me. “You’re heading out?”

      Taking a second to make sure my face was composed, I nodded, then turned with a bright smile on my face. “Yeah, it’s been a long day.”

      He tucked his hands into the front pockets of his jeans and gave me a sheepish look that made his forehead wrinkle up. His forehead wrinkled and I wanted to die at the sexiness. I needed away from this man like an hour ago. “Yeah, I guess that’s my fault.”

      “No,” I rushed to say, “not in a bad way. I was glad to help.”

      Garrett walked up next to me and dropped a heavy arm around my shoulders, squeezing me into his side. “Nice to meet you, Kit Kat.”

      “That’s so unoriginal,” I said, pulling away from his embrace, completely terrified that one friendly hug would send me straight into uncontrollable waterworks. So I looked back at Dylan while I hooked my purse over my shoulder. “Remember, if he wakes you up in the middle of the night, he probably has to go. So take him out.”

      He saluted. “Yes, ma’am.”

      I leaned down to drop a kiss onto Leonidas’ head and then straightened, only to find them both trying to wipe smiles off their ridiculously good-looking faces.

      Embarrassment probably should have been the feeling that swamped me, but surprisingly it wasn’t. I did something that made them both smile, and maybe it was sad that it warmed me as much as it did. Then I supposed I was sad.

      I waved and turned to leave.

      “Hang on,” Dylan said and I paused, looking over my shoulder. “You know, some of Garrett’s friends, well, my friends too I guess, are coming over on Friday night to have beer and play some cards. You should come. If you’re not busy, that is.”

      My hands felt clammy at the invitation and I looked between the guys. Garrett’s eyebrows lifted briefly, but he didn’t say anything.

      “You’re … you’re inviting me to your guys’ night?”

      “If you want to come, then yeah. No pressure, just hangin’ out.”

      A warm ball pressed against my chest, filling me with so much, so quickly that I almost looked down to see if it was a physical thing crawling into my skin. I’d probably have panic attacks the entire drive over, but they were just so kind, I couldn’t say no with them watching me the way they were. Blinking rapidly, praying I didn’t start crying, I nodded at him.

      “Sounds good. What time?”

      Dylan looked at Garrett, who just shrugged. “Any time after seven is fine.”

      Gripping the strap of my purse with both hands so I didn’t fling myself at both of them for hugs, I smiled. “Okay. I’ll see you guys on Friday then.”

      “See you Friday, Sprite.”
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* * *

      
        Dylan

      

      “What are you doing there, man?” Garrett asked from behind me. The sound of Kat’s rust bucket car faded as she pulled down the street, and I didn’t turn right away to answer. Probably because I had no idea what to say. The invite had been a total impulse, the look in her eye all night while she watched me and Garrett practically screaming at me that she was lonely.

      “What do you mean?” I went with playing dumb, keeping a blank look on my face when I finally turned and walked back into the family room.

      “You trying to get into her pants?”

      “No,” I said with a firm look. “She’s like ten years younger than me. And she works for me.”

      “Okay,” he conceded easily, plopping into the couch across from me. “Then you’re trying to adopt her or something. Because I have never known you to be friends with a chick.”

      Scratching the base of Leonidas’ skull where he lay on the floor next to my chair, I thought back over the whole day. Maybe it was the novelty because, like Garrett said, I’d never had female friends. Not really. I had women that I spent time with because we worked together, they were dating or married to my friends or married my brothers, or they were Casey’s friends.

      “I can’t peg her,” I admitted, sliding past the fact that I’d been trying to all day. “She’s sweet, you know? But there’s something … I don’t know, sad about her. Couldn’t you see it?”

      “I don’t think I was looking as hard as you were.”

      “It’s not like that, Garrett. Trust me, I’d admit it if it was.”

      He leaned forward on the couch, clasping his hands between his knees and fixed me with a serious look. Garrett wasn’t serious often, so it was enough to make me pay attention, not brush him off like I so desperately wanted to.

      “You see this tiny little thing with big, sad brown eyes and you want to try and fix whatever it is that’s making her look like that.”

      “I’m not—” “

      “Just hear me out.” He held up a hand. I nodded. “You came from that big ol’ family, where you got to be big brother to Casey, and the fun single uncle for all your nieces and nephews, which probably made you think you were flying under the radar with your family.”

      I shifted in the chair, feeling uncomfortable at how accurately he’d nailed it.

      “You’re probably going to get bored here, real quick, because you’re not working as much and you don’t have that role to fill to anyone here. But don’t try to fix Kat because you need a replacement project.”

      “Okay, Oprah, I’m not trying to fix anyone. She was nice to me today, and I don’t know if she’s got any family around here. Just trying to be nice back. Quit reading shit into it.”

      He didn’t look away for a second, probably gauging my honesty, and ugh, it made me twitchy. But I didn’t drop his gaze, finally raising my eyebrows so he’d look away.

      “Fine,” he said. “And you’re right, she totally avoided my questions about where she’s from. Maybe she’s hiding from a jealous husband. Maybe she’s on the run from a murderer. Or she is the murderer.”

      I sighed. “You are so exhausting.” My phone chimed from the coffee table, and I leaned forward to grab it.

      
        Cole: Short notice, sorry, but I’m just getting back home. Want to meet around the corner to look at that place? Selling agent said it’s fine.

        

        Me: YES. I need away from Garrett. I think he’s been binging on Desperate Housewives again.

        

        Cole: Say no more. I’ll meet you there in five.

      

      “I’m going to go meet Cole at a place he wants me to see.”

      He nodded, then looked down at Leonidas, who was flipped onto his back and sound asleep, legs twitching out to the side. “Does this mean I have to babysit?”

      “Have fun, Uncle Garrett.”

      “I absolutely will not have fun.”

      “Okay, well, good luck with that. I think I’m going to go buy a house.”

      As I was walking out the door, Garrett yelled, “If he chews anything, I’ll kick your ass!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

        Dylan

      

    
    
      Friday night, while the guys were gathered around the TV watching a Rockies game, I heard a timid knock on the door. Leonidas heard it too, his fluffy little head poking around the chair. When he tried to scramble toward the door, his good front leg slipped on the hardwood floor and he crashed forward in a heap.

      “Get your legs under you first, man. It’s a lot easier to walk that way,” I said as I scooped him up under my arm. He wiggled in my grasp, but I could feel his tail thumping against my side, so I figured it was just excitement. When I pulled the front door open, Kat stood framed under the circle of light from the fixture next to the door, her brown eyes wide in her face. Clutched against her chest was a giant—and I meant giant—white, plastic bowl. The top was wrapped in aluminum foil, which crinkled when she shifted her grip.

      “I made potato salad,” she blurted out, blinking rapidly at me, but not walking through the door. “I’ve never made it before, and maybe you guys don’t even like it. Not everyone likes mustard, you know. Or potatoes. And we don’t even need to eat it. You know what? I can just leave it in my car.”

      She turned to march back to her car, but I snagged her elbow and gently pulled her into the house. “Kat,” I said when she wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Thank you. I’m sure it’s delicious.”

      “It’s probably not.” Her eyes were still firmly trained on the bowl while she set it on the kitchen counter. I swallowed a laugh. Her nerves were like a physical presence separating us from the rest of the group. But there was something so endearing about it, and about the way that she’d obviously dressed up to hang out with us. Her skirt was a blinding orange, cut short and fit tightly around her slim hips. Her tank top was zebra print, and matched the strappy black and white sandals that wrapped up her shins. She must have done her hair too, because the messy strands looked a bit more uniform, held back by a bright pink headband.

      “You look very nice,” I said carefully, as I typically made it a habit to not compliment the appearance of women who worked for me. But I couldn’t help it. She looked like a fluorescent highlighter, bright and blindingly fun in the masculine space of Garrett’s house. Her face whipped up to me, a lop-sided smile of gratitude spreading over her face.

      “I’ve never been to a guys’ night.” She shrugged, finally looking more at ease. “It was either this or my Broncos jersey and yoga pants. I decided to embrace my role as the lone feminine presence.”

      Then she looked around the counter, saw the lack of any real food beyond what she’d brought along. Her face flushed and she blinked away from me again. So I shoved Leonidas at her, and the distraction worked. She cooed and cuddled him, laughing delightedly when he tried to climb up her shoulder to sniff at her headband.

      Garrett ambled into the kitchen and ruffled Kat’s hair. “Hey, Sprite. How’s it hangin’?”

      Kat narrowed her eyes, shifting Leonidas in her arms. “I’m not positive how to answer you. Don’t men ask that question in regards to their penis?”

      I choked on the sip of beer I’d just swallowed and Garrett froze, staring down at her with a mixture of horror and amusement. “Yes we do, Kat. And the fact that you just said that out loud means you are welcome at guys’ night for the rest of your life.”

      She beamed up at him, the wide smile taking over her face so completely that her eyes crinkled around the edges. While Garrett loaded up a plate of her potato salad, the rest of the guys wandered in. I introduced her to Tristan, Michael and Cole, who all gushed appropriately at the amount of food she’d brought. From where I was leaning up against the counter on the opposite side of the kitchen, I watched her cheeks pink up with pleasure and her body language relax as she chatted with them.

      Her comfort was making me feel better, like I’d accomplished something. But I still didn’t think that made Garrett right, that I was trying to ‘fix’ Kat because I had more time on my hands. Even if he wasn’t right though, his voice still niggled at the back of my mind.

      “So, Kat,” Michael said during a lull in conversation, “are you originally from Denver?”

      She hadn’t answered all my questions the other night when we were at PetSmart, so I watched her face over the rim of my pint glass. And I saw it. The fidget in her hands, the shift of her shoulders, the way she averted her eyes for just a second.

      “Nope.” Kat didn’t elaborate, just smiled prettily at him and took another serving of potato salad. Garrett and I made eye contact briefly and he lifted his eyebrows like, see? “Is the game back on yet?”

      Cole answered her, and everyone made their way back into the family room. Garrett gestured for Kat to take the chair, the one that he normally sat in, and she instantly refused, plopping onto the floor where Leonidas could curl up next to her.

      I didn’t join them immediately, just stood in place, tapping my fingers along the side of my glass. Kat wasn’t a project, and she wasn’t a mystery that I needed to solve. If she wanted to keep her background close to the vest, that was her prerogative. It didn’t necessarily mean she was lonely and it definitely didn’t mean that she needed me to swoop in to make her life better.

      Her life was probably wonderful. I nodded my head and wandered in to join them, winking at her when she smiled up at me. In fact, over the next two hours, I managed to almost convince myself that Kat was the least lonely girl I’d ever met. The guys loved her, and she seemed to bask in their comradery. She was just private. Nothing wrong with that.

      And up until she finally stood to leave, I almost believed that. Walking with her to the door, I gave her back the clean (and completely empty) bowl that she’d brought with her. When she took it in her hands, Kat stared down at it for a second.

      “Do you,” she started, glancing up at me briefly before looking back down at the bowl, “do you think they just ate it to be nice? Because even I know I brought way too much.”

      “No,” I said sincerely. “They ate it all because they’re gluttonous pigs.”

      She laughed and the airy lightness of the sound made me smile. Something about Kat reminded me of a pixie that was just as likely to start flying around the room as smile at me again.

      “So you don’t want to live with Garrett forever, huh?” she teased. “I heard you talking to Cole about the place you looked at.”

      I held my right hand up to my temple and mimed shooting a gun. “Forever with Garrett? We’d kill each other.”

      Kat smiled, looking over my shoulder at the guys. “It sounds like a nice place.”

      I hooked a thumb behind me. “Layout is pretty similar to this. I don’t have the sunroom that he does, but the yard is bigger.” We both smiled down at Leonidas where he was leaning against my feet. “Which is good for him.”

      We were quiet for a second while we both looked down at the puppy. My puppy, which was still something I needed to get used to.

      “Thank you for inviting me, Dylan.” The serious tone in her voice made me pause. Then she pulled in a deep breath and walked right into me, wrapping her slender arms around my waist. “I know I shouldn’t hug you because you’re my boss and you could probably sue me for sexual harassment or something.”

      I laughed and wrapped one arm around her back, giving her as much of a return hug as I dared. “I promise I won’t sue,” I replied into her hair, the honey-colored strands tickling against my skin. She smelled like cake, and I inhaled the sweet scent of her quietly.

      Kat took another deep breath, and when she released it, I felt the shuddering exhale in her entire frame. Oh shit. Then she sniffed. No, please dear Lord, no. I couldn’t take it. My heart could not take it if she started crying in my arms because we ate all of her potato salad.

      “I had so much fun tonight,” she whispered, tightening her arms for a brief second before stepping back.

      “Kat—” But she wouldn’t look at me, just held up a hand and turned to the door.

      “Thank you again for inviting me, Dylan. It’s the best night I’ve had in a long time.” Before she stepped off the porch, she looked back at me for a split-second. The wetness in her dark eyes hit me like a sucker punch to the gut, but she turned away before I could even react. “See you at work.”

      And she was gone.

      I should have been able to let it go. She was a grown woman and she didn’t need me stepping in and trying to wipe away whatever sadness I’d seen weighing her down. But over the next two weeks, every time I saw her, I found myself dissecting her behavior.

      With customers, she was the perfect server. I’d never seen her greet a table with anything less than a giant smile, always meeting their eyes when they spoke to her. With her coworkers though, it was a different story. The distance that she always maintained between herself and the people who worked with us was almost visible to the eye. Her smiles weren’t quite as big, and her conversations not quite as long.

      But she only worked one night a week, so it wasn’t like I could spend too much time trying to figure her out. Plus, since we’d opened, we had stayed busy as hell. A busy restaurant, when it was well-run, was one of my favorite places to be. The customers were happy and well-fed, the servers and bartenders were making great tips, which helped staff retention, and I really enjoyed my co-managers.

      Kat was delivering a tray of brightly colored drinks to a booth full of women, making them all laugh with something she said. She’d probably make a killing on her tips from them. From where I stood near the alley by the kitchen, I watched Kat make her way through the tables. As she usually did when working, her hair was pulled back into a little stub of a ponytail and she had some glittery flower pinned along the side. When she turned her head, it caught the dim lights of the room, making the pink color look like a fiery red when it sparkled.

      When she finally made her way through the tables and set her tray down at the server station, she waved a hand in front of her face.

      “Hot in here tonight, isn’t it?”

      “Sure is,” I agreed, watching with a smile while she popped an ice-cube in her mouth and crunched down on it. “How’s it going out there?”

      “Good. Busy, but good.”

      Her answer was fine. Nothing different than I’d expect from any of our servers, but after just a few nights of hanging out with her and two appointments with Leonidas, I wanted to hear an answer from her that wasn’t politely distant conversation.

      I angled toward her, about to say something else when she beat me to the punch.

      “Did you buy your new place yet?”

      “Almost. I close tomorrow, actually. I think Garrett is ready to shove me out the front door.”

      She smiled at me and started filling some glasses of water for a table that was being sat in her section. “Congrats, boss. That’s great.”

      “Don’t call me boss, Kat.” I gave her a mock-annoyed look. “How many times do I have to tell you that?”

      Without breaking her grin, Kat lifted the tray of ten water glasses up onto her shoulder with ease, considering how tiny she was. “I can’t help it.” Her eyes roamed my face for a second. “You’re so different at work. You don’t feel like Dylan. It’s like, I can’t be the idiot who brought five gallons of potato salad to your house when you stand here all aloof and impeccably dressed. I could sit and chat with Dylan. But not this guy.” She blinked away, a sheepish expression on her face like she’d said too much. “But anyway, I gotta drop off these waters.”

      As she walked away, I shoved my hands into the front pockets of my dress pants, feeling a little stunned. It had never occurred to me that maybe the reason I was so fascinated by watching Kat at work was because she and I were the exact same in that way. But that reason was easier to stomach, easier to brush off at the end of the night when I laid in bed and thought about what piece of the Kat puzzle I’d figured out that day. It was much easier to swallow it, telling myself that I was only fascinated because of our similarities. I’d have much more to figure out if it was something else, if I couldn’t take my eyes off of her because everything about her, everything I was learning about her had me completely enamored.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

        Kat

      

    
    
      Until two weeks ago, my apartment had never felt empty or lonely. Being alone … that was something I was definitely accustomed to. But being alone by choice was different than lonely. Lonely was sad and shlumpy, like sweatpants and a carton of ice cream and talking to your pet just to hear the sound of your own voice. I hadn’t done that since I was twelve when the foster home I’d lived in that year gave me two cats to converse with.

      But the first time I’d felt the yawning emptiness was the night I got home from Garrett’s place. The sounds of the neighbors above and on either side of me only added sharp punctuation to the fact that no one waited for me.

      And not that I ever really discussed my loner-extravaganza lifestyle with anyone, but if I did, they probably wouldn’t believe that it hadn’t truly bothered me until recently. The introvert in me relished coming home to my place, a place that no one told me what to do or how to act or dress. Where I could have cereal three meals a day if I wanted, regardless of how expensive each box was.

      Something had shifted though, like someone had slipped a cog out of place. Tonight wasn’t my night at the bar, and I’d been home from the clinic for a couple hours. Nothing on TV held my interest, and I found myself standing over the kitchen sink, eating my second bowl of Fruit Loops.

      I missed him. Or them. That’s what had changed; the absence of something good and wonderful was making my day to day routine suddenly seem sad.

      The empty cereal bowl clattered into the sink when I dropped it. Without thinking too much, I snatched my car keys and raced out into the parking lot. On the drive over to Dylan’s new place, my mind raced.

      “It’s not silly to drop by a friend’s house,” I said into the interior of the car. “People do it every day, and no one dies of embarrassment.”

      The vocal affirmation was enough to make me stomp on the gas pedal, the roar of my car engine making me smile. This would be easy enough. If he opened the door and smiled at me, then I was okay to go inside. Say hi. See his new place. Offer to help unpack a box or two, and then I could go.

      But my heart started thudding erratically in my chest. Was my left arm tingling? I shook it out. Nope. No heart attack.

      When I pulled into The Ridge and onto his street, which was just two down from Garrett’s, I thought I might pass out based on the amount of blood that was rushing from my head down to my toes. For a brief moment, I considered whipping a U-turn in the road and hauling back to my place, but I couldn’t. It was complete insanity that a twenty-four year old woman couldn’t just casually and coolly stop by her friend’s house after he moved in. So, he was my boss. Whatevs. He wouldn’t fire me for it.

      I groaned. At least, I didn’t think he would.

      My car slowed to a stop and I shook my head before cranking the wheel and pulling into the driveway behind his truck. Before I opened the door, I stared at the white siding and brown river rock of his condo. Everything about this felt so grown-up, which was a common issue for me. Most days, I still felt like a little kid. No clue what I was doing, how I was supposed to make everything work, get through my days, without someone telling me what to do.

      But this was something I could do, and despite the nerves fluttering through my stomach, I trusted that Dylan would open the door with a smile. I trusted that nowhere on his face would I find annoyance at seeing me.

      That’s exactly the thought that helped me stand from the car and march past his truck and hop up the steps to the front porch. I could hear his voice behind the glossy, black front door, the low tone that was so uniquely his made my stomach flutter in a totally different way.

      “Don’t wuss out now,” I whispered. I lifted my hand and knocked firmly on the door, taking a step backward so that he wasn’t greeted by my nose shoved into his chest. Not, of course, that it wouldn’t be a nice place for my nose to be. I knew from that stupid, stupid hug that he smelled warm and spicy and … “Damn it, damn it, damn it, Kat.”

      The door swung open and I held my breath. He grinned back at me, and I let it out in a rush.

      “Hey, stranger. What are you doing here?” Dylan immediately stepped back and gestured for me to come in. The space was big. And full of boxes. Underneath the stacks, I could see dark hardwood floors. But that was about it.

      I turned back to him. “It’s … nice.”

      We stared at each other for a second, and then started laughing. Dylan turned to walk into the living area, and there was a futon up against the wall. It faced a large screen TV that sat on the carpeted floor.

      “I seem to suck at unpacking. And since Leonidas and I are men of simple tastes, I can’t make myself get the lead out on the nights that I am home.”

      He seemed embarrassed by it, not meeting my eyes, and I felt my smile spread a little wider. Seeing Dylan Steadman embarrassed had suddenly become my favorite look of his. The chiseled cheekbones held a touch of pink, and I wanted to press my hands against the skin to see if it felt warm.

      “Well,” I said lightly, “I happen to be pretty good at unpacking. Would you like some help?”

      Then his eyes lifted, the force of the blue in his irises slicing through me like I was melted butter. He nodded. “That would be great. Thanks.”

      We started in the kitchen after I’d turned some music on with my phone. His eyebrows lifted slightly at my choice.

      “What?”

      “You surprise me sometimes.” Dylan shrugged from where he was standing on the opposite side of the island. “Just seems so country for you.”

      “It’s bluegrass,” I clarified. His answering grin made my stupid heart clench. How was he not married? Or at the very least surrounded by a harem of impregnated women who’d fallen prey to his dimple. “And when I moved here, I heard it on the radio and really liked it. I don’t know. It’s honest. But not as cheesy as country can be sometimes.”

      “When did you move here again?” He said it casually enough, but I could see the way his movements slowed while I organized silverware into the middle drawer. My pulse skipped, and I could feel a hot flush cover my skin. I hated this part. It’s why I never got past the surface stuff with anyone.

      “Right before I turned nineteen.”

      “For school? They didn’t have vet tech school in Nebraska?”

      My eyes flicked up to his. He’d remembered. I just shook my head and moved the box that I’d just emptied into the hallway leading to his laundry room. “I was ready for a change.”

      I saw him nod, could tell he wanted to press. But he didn’t. I let out a relieved breath and moved on. Leonidas woke up at some point while we were working through the last boxes in the kitchen, arguing over which side of the sink the glasses should be kept.

      “The right.” I said it firmly, planting my hands on my hips. But Dylan shook his head, sliding the box down the counter to the left of the sink.

      “Left.”

      “That makes no sense,” I cried. When he grinned, I huffed, leaning across him to grab the box again. But he held up a hand and leaned away. Probably good, because I would have all but shoved the goods in his face if I’d leaned across him far enough to grab the box.

      While he started pulling open the box, I snuck a covert look down at my plain purple tank top. Okay. So there weren’t a ton of goods to shove anywhere, but still. Everything would have been, like … pressed. Against him. When I cleared my throat and ran a hand through my hair, he looked over at me.

      “You need a drink?”

      “That would be fantastic,” I said on a rush, hurrying over to the fridge. All that greeted me were two pizza delivery boxes, a takeout container from the bar, two water bottles and a growler of beer. “This is pathetic, Dylan.”

      “Tell me about it. I can’t seem to find the motivation to do a real grocery shopping trip.”

      “And you’re sure you’re not my age?” I asked skeptically, lifting the lid of the top pizza box. The heat of his side pressed against me, and he tapped my back to move past me. I practically crawled into the empty fridge to let him by.

      “I tell you what,” he said resolutely. I closed the door of the fridge after grabbing a bottle of water and leaned up against the island behind me. He was leaning against the wall, arms folded across his chest in a way that made his biceps pop. “You tell me what brought you to Colorado, and I’ll tell you how old I am.”

      I laughed. “That’s an easy trade.” His eyebrow quirked, but he waited. I rolled my eyes and took another sip of water. This I could share pretty easily. “Fine. The mountains. That’s why I came to Colorado.”

      “The real reason.”

      “It is.” I kept his eye contact, because this was actually true. But he didn’t budge. When I heaved a dramatic sigh, one side of his lips quirked. “I’m serious. When you’re from Nebraska, and all you’re used to is flat fields? These mountains seem magical. I just wanted … I don’t know.” I looked around his kitchen like it would answer the question for me. No one had ever asked me to answer that particular question. Granted, I’d only been here for a little over five years, but it was true. No one had asked why I was there. And standing across from Dylan in his kitchen, I actually wanted to be honest. “I wanted something bigger for my life. In my life. I’d never had that before. And if I didn’t do it, it never would have happened for me.”

      I saw the surprise make his face go blank, and it made me fidget where I stood. So I picked up the water bottle in one hand and leaned down to lift Leonidas in the other, cuddling him to my chest while I walked toward the futon. Dylan’s silence pounded in my head, and I masked it by smoothing my hand down Leonidas’s back, focusing on the tight muscles along his spine while I sat on the thin, black cushion of the futon.

      Leonidas licked at the top of my hand when I pulled my hands around his shoulder blades to his chest. He’d barely stopped when Dylan carefully sank onto the futon next to me, making sure to leave a few inches of space between us.

      “That’s how it felt for me.”

      My face lifted to look at him, and the serious look in his eyes made me shift toward him. “What did?”

      “Moving here. No one in my family has ever lived this far away. And I felt … stuck, I guess. I felt stuck in my role there. Like I’d never see the things I wanted to see, to experience the things I’ve always wanted to experience if I didn’t do something drastic.” I wasn’t sure he was even really seeing me—if he was seeing how his answer touched something elemental inside of me— with the way his eyes weren’t focused on my face. He was watching my hands on his dog’s back. “I’m pretty sure my family still thinks I’m a little crazy for being here. But it felt like if I stayed? I’d never end up the person I was supposed to be.”

      “That’s exactly right,” I said quietly. His hands smoothed down the length of his thighs, and he blew out a breath. The dramatic sound made me laugh.

      “Is that funny, Sprite?” He nudged me with his elbow, and the friendly gesture made me smile.

      “No.” When I didn’t say anything else, he glanced over at me. The look in his eye wasn’t necessarily romantic. But it was so warm that the blood thickened in my veins, making my skin feel heavy. I trusted him. I’d never felt it before, that implicit belief that I could be safe with another person, especially a man. The giddiness of it almost made me light-headed.

      “Want to watch a movie or something? I think I’ve exhausted the slave labor portion of your visit.”

      “You don’t need to kick me out?”

      Dylan must have heard the tinge of insecurity in the question because he turned toward me fully. His eyes touched over my whole face, stopping the longest on my hair and my mouth, which made me swallow.

      “In all honesty, I probably should.” He sighed again, giving me a rueful smile. “But I’m not going to. I’m having too much fun.”

      It must have been the way he was looking at me, a mixture of surprise and kindness, of appreciation. He appreciated me. It made me feel reckless in a way that I wasn’t accustomed to. Being with a man that liked me— in whatever capacity it might have been—— and that I felt safe with made my entire body tingle. So it shocked the hell out of me when I leaned forward and touched my lips to his.

      Dylan stilled completely for a brief moment, but I didn’t pull back. Then I moved my lips over his for a split second before he started reacting. Both of his hands smoothed up my arms, over my shoulders to tangle in my hair. My eyes fluttered closed, and he changed the angle of his head, sweeping his tongue across the seam of my lips until I sighed.

      I leaned up on my knees, curling my hands on the broad muscles of his shoulders, and when I lifted, the dog scrambled off of my lap. Neither of us paid any attention. What was I doing? What were we doing?

      Kissing. Oh, yes, the kissing. His lips were firm and soft and really, really freaking masterful. Some inarticulate sound came out of my mouth when his tongue pushed against mine. It spurred him on, wrapping his arms around me so that I felt dwarfed against his massive frame. My arms wound around his neck and I made a tentative stroke of my own with my tongue against his. Dylan froze. We’d barely moved, but our lips separated, leaving just enough space for our exhales to tangle in front of our mouths.

      “Kat,” he said, remorse and surprise filling his eyes. Oh geez, if he apologized, I’d murder him.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” I pulled back, pushing a shaking hand through my messy hair. “That was all me.”

      “Not all you.” He shifted on the futon, adjusting his jeans.

      I gave him a little smile, taking stock of how I felt. Oddly enough, I didn’t have the embarrassment that I thought I would. He wasn’t disgusted or gushing with apologies, thank goodness. When a man makes mouth-lovin’ with you, he wants you. And Dylan Steadman had some really fantastic tongue action. I shivered.

      “Don’t smile at me like that,” he said under his breath and hung his hands off the back of his neck.

      I tilted my head, feeling a coyness that shocked me, given that he’d been the one to stop us. YES. I was a total vixen. “Why not?”

      For a second, he looked at me like he was going to answer. But then he just shook his head and pushed up off the futon. “I’m your manager. And far too old for you.”

      “That is true,” I said while I took the hand he’d offered to help me up. “You’re very old.”

      He shook his head, giving me a look that I’d been on the receiving end of more than I cared to count, like he didn’t know what to do with me. So I grinned up him, and took no small bit of pleasure in the fact that he groaned up at the ceiling.

      “It’s more than that though,” he said as we walked toward the door. I gave him a questioning look while I hooked my purse over my shoulder. “I don’t know what I want right now, Kat. Everything here is new for me, and beyond the work issue, I just don’t want to be in a relationship right now.” I opened my mouth to tell him that we could just use each other for our bodies when he lifted my chin with his pointer finger, tracing along the edge of my jaw. The drag of his calloused skin over mine pretty much shut me up. “And I don’t know what you’re ready for, but I do know that you deserve more than me gambling our friendship on my uncertainty.”

      That humbled me, the fact that he cared enough to say that, and I slumped back against the door. “That’s perfectly logical.”

      My voice sounded so glum to my own ears, but maybe it was just me. When I dared a look at him, his lips were fighting a smile. When mine spread, he laughed, pulling me in for a hug. With his strong, muscled arms wrapped completely around me, I could breathe with a freedom that I’d rarely felt with another person. Then he dropped a kiss on the top of my head.

      “What am I going to do with you, Sprite?”

      I closed my eyes and inhaled his man-crack scent. Just don’t get rid of me, I begged silently in my head, hoping he couldn’t feel it in the tight grasp of my arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

        Dylan

      

    
    
      I’d barely let myself stop to think about what kissing Kat could possibly mean, if we let it mean anything. But being faced with a day off was not the best thing for my avoidance of what had happened. So when Michael sent me a text the next morning asking if I wanted to go hike Red Rocks with him and his brother, Tristan, I said yes immediately. I hadn’t been out to Red Rocks yet, and it was one of the things I wanted to do most after moving to Colorado.

      After I put Leonidas in his crate, I decided to jog the two streets over to Michael and Tristan’s place. They were waiting in the driveway by Tristan’s Jeep, and we hopped in. Because he had the top down, we couldn’t really do much talking on the forty-ish minute drive out to Golden. But that was perfectly fine with me. The sun hit my skin, warming me to my core and I stared out at the jagged green peaks of the mountains with unbridled excitement.

      The cornflower blue of the sky didn’t hold a single cloud as far as I could see, and the closer we got to the foothills, the more intense the heat felt. I reached down into my backpack and pulled out my Tigers hat, slipping it over my head. Michael shook his head, diehard Rockies fan that he was, and tossed me a tube of sunscreen.

      I’d just finished rubbing the lotion into the back of my neck and over my shoulders when Tristan pulled into the park. They both grinned at me, eerily similar smiles, when I unhooked my seat belt and stood up in the back of the Jeep, gripping the roll bar and staring up at the cragged, jutting red pillars of rock that came up from the ground.

      Tristan swung the Jeep into a spot in a small parking lot by an outpost building and gift shop and while they got out, I just stood in place, staring up at the towering red slabs.

      “Come on,” Michael called out where they were ascending some stairs leading towards an entrance. “Your Midwest-bumpkin is coming out.”

      I lifted my middle finger at him, which made Tristan smile. Once I’d caught up with them, we walked in silence until we entered the main area of the amphitheater.

      “Wow,” I breathed. The main rocks surged up on either side of the naturally formed stadium, and the rows below were filled with milling people. Some walking, some running up the steps, some doing yoga on brightly colored mats within the wide rows that served as seats during a concert. And beyond the stage at the bottom where more red rocks curved behind it, there was a view that almost knocked the breath out of my lungs. The foothills, covered in green grass and red rock formations sloped down to the view of Denver, the buildings like tiny specks of dust in comparison to the massive formations around me.

      “Never gets old,” Tristan said from next to me. I shook my head in awe and turned to follow them toward the hiking trail.

      We made our way up, and I was happy to keep pace with them, considering that the altitude was still pretty rough on my flat-land lungs. After about twenty minutes of silence between us, Tristan stopped against a rock to tighten the laces on his hiking boots and to grab some water.

      I leaned up against the sun-warmed surface behind me and took a long drag from the water bottled hooked to my backpack.

      “Saw Kat’s car in your driveway last night,” Michael said with a horrible imitation of nonchalance.

      I didn’t answer right away, just took another drink of water before giving him a level look. “Is there a question buried somewhere in that statement?”

      “Just curious what’s going on there.”

      “You’re worse than Garrett.”

      Tristan laughed, which was the first time I’d ever heard that from him, he was usually so serious. Michael paid no mind to his brother, just shrugged at me. “I think he’s rubbed off on me the last four years.”

      “You guys dating?” Tristan asked, pinning me with his intense eyes, which were the same dark green as Michael’s.

      “No,” I said easily. But then I lifted the bill of my hat and swiped at the sweat on my forehead and I felt like it was exposing much more than my face, so I went for honesty. “I like her. She’s nice and she’s funny, maybe the first woman friend I’ve ever had.”

      They both watched me while I struggled with what to say next. Honestly, I couldn’t figure why women liked talking about this shit with their friends. I was one confession away from breaking into hives.

      “We kissed last night, and I didn’t see it coming.”

      “Nice,” Michael said, holding a fist for me. I bumped mine against it and chuckled.

      “There was something there. No doubt. But I’m not in a place to have a girlfriend. I’m not sure where her head’s at though.”

      “One word of advice,” Tristan said after a moment of quiet. “Tread carefully with someone who doesn’t trust easily.”

      I rolled my head on my neck, something about his statement rankled. Like he’d pegged something about Kat that I hadn’t. “Sounds like you’re the expert. You learn that from experience?”

      Michael lifted a hand. “If he did, he’ll never tell you. I’m convinced Tristan has had entire relationships without any of us knowing.”

      We both ignored him, though Tristan gave the smallest, most subtle eye roll I’d ever seen. “I just mean if you break her trust, she’ll slam down walls so thick and so tall that you’ll never see the top, never find a seam.”

      “I’m not going to break her trust,” I ground out, letting the truth of Tristan’s statement seep past the immediate defensiveness that I felt in response. “She’s my friend. We’re just … friends.”

      There wasn’t much they could say to that, so they traded a look and we started hiking again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By the time Tristan pulled his Jeep back into their driveway a couple hours later, I was tired, hot and covered in sweat and dust from the hiking trails. But as much as I wanted to fall into a hot shower, I felt a more pressing need to text Kat. Tomorrow was one of the nights she worked at the bar, and despite the fact that she’d left smiling from my place last night, Tristan’s words tumbled through my brain.

      It wasn’t like I hadn’t noticed the way she held herself back, but I guess until he said something, it hadn’t occurred to me that her taking the initiative to kiss me was huge. Really damn huge. She was young— much too young for me— but it shook me to my core when I thought about the fact that the hugeness, for lack of a better word, hadn’t registered.

      
        Me: I know I’ll see you at work tomorrow night, but any chance you can talk tonight? I’d like to run something by you.

      

      It didn’t take her long to respond. I’d barely cleared my front door before my phone chimed again. I didn’t look right away so I could let a wiggling Leonidas out of his crate. His completely dry crate.

      “Well, who’s the best puppy in the entire world?” I scooped him up and walked out into the backyard through the slider in the family room. While he did his lop-sided gallop around the bright green grass, I grinned and pulled my phone back out. Right at the same time that I heard the knock on my front door.

      
        Kat: I’m actually right around the corner. I’ll be there in five. Hopefully you’re home. Otherwise I’ll be knocking on your front door and your neighbors will wonder who your stalker is.

      

      I whistled and Leonidas scampered over to me after he’d finished squatting in the grass.

      “So,” I asked him while he followed me to the door, “will you lift your leg once they strap your bionic paw on?”

      In answer, he rammed into the back of my legs when he didn’t see me stop to open the front door. Kat had turned around like she was about to leave, but whipped in a fast circle at the sound of the door. My eyes had intended to be on her face, but stalled somewhere around the bright pink fuzzy skirt that showed almost all of her slender legs.

      “Hi,” she chirped, giving me a wide, welcoming smile. Like I was at her home and not the other way around.

      “Uh,” I said, sounding quite intelligent, and held my hand out for her to come in. I couldn’t tear my eyes off the skirt. It was awful. Like someone had dip-dyed a roadkill pelt into magenta paint. “Hi.”

      “You don’t like my skirt?”

      I snapped my face up, attempting a normal smile, but failed miserably. “What is it?”

      From where she’d kneeled down to greet Leonidas, she smiled up at me, eyes flicking briefly to my chest, where I knew I had a damp spot from the sweat of my hike. Then she swallowed and I had to walk past her. This might be harder than I’d anticipated.

      “It was a gift from a client at the clinic.”

      “Did one of them die? It looks like a dead cat.”

      She laughed, delight at my reaction clear on her face. “It’s not an animal, Dylan. The owner of a pot-belly pig that comes in makes them, and she thought the pink would look lovely with my complexion. Or something. I’m giving it a test run today.”

      I met her eyes, then shook my head slowly. Her face fell a little.

      “That bad?”

      “Only if you don’t want people to speak to you ever again.”

      Instead of laughing like I’d expected her to, she quirked a dark eyebrow, looking pretty unamused. “Maybe I love it.”

      I braced my hands on the cold granite of the kitchen island, not breaking her stare. “Do you?”

      We held that way for five long seconds before her lips spread in a slow smile. She shook her head in the exact same way that I had just a few minutes before.

      “Punk.”

      “Old man,” she tossed back. “You just have no fashion sense.”

      “Now that’s something I’ve heard once or twice in my life. Mainly from my sister Casey.”

      “Does she look like you?”

      I dug my phone out. “Want to see a picture?”

      Kat nodded eagerly, skirting around the island until she stood next to me. We weren’t touching, but the fine, blonde hairs on her arms stood on end, goosebumps pebbling her skin when I shifted next to her. I took a deep breath, catching the scent of vanilla cake when I did so. After a few swipes of my thumb, I held my phone out to her. It was a picture of Casey and me at her wedding.

      With a quick movement, Kat snatched the phone from my hand so she could zoom in on the picture. She gave me an incredulous look.

      “What?”

      “She’s so pretty! What do your parents look like?”

      I laughed. “I don’t know. Like my parents. Normal.”

      Kat grumbled something under her breath and handed the phone back.

      “What was that?”

      The breath that she pulled in through her nose was slow. “You weren’t supposed to hear.”

      “Well, that’s not very nice.”

      “Why do you have so much dirt on you?”

      I blinked a couple times at the subject change. “Why do you sound so annoyed about it?”

      She huffed, slowly looking down the length of my body, which tightened in response. “I’m not annoyed, it’s just not fair.” Her hands waved down toward her skirt. “I’m wearing a fluorescent animal pelt and you like you just crawled out of some outdoor men’s magazine.”

      “Awesome,” I replied easily, plucking my shirt away from my chest with two fingers. “That’s exactly the look I was going for this morning. Rubbed some dirt into my skin just for the occasion.”

      When she snorted, I laughed.

      “So you needed to talk to me?”

      “Yeah.” I scratched the back of my neck and leaned up against the edge of the counter. Her fingers knit together in front of her and color crept up her high cheekbones.

      “Are you breaking up with me or something?” She asked it on a laugh, but I heard the forced humor. Her big, dark eyes stared over at me like she’d already heard the words of rejection out of my mouth. What happened to you? It’s what I wanted to ask, but I knew I couldn’t. Not yet, at least.

      “You’re the most pleasantly surprising part of my move here. Did you know that?” Her lips rolled in and she worked them between her teeth, shaking her head in answer. “You are. I figured I’d meet some of Garrett’s friends. Hopefully they’d like me. But I thought it might take me a bit of time to make some of my own friends outside of the bar. I didn’t expect you.”

      “Oh.” She blinked rapidly, then pursed her mouth to the side. “You’re welcome?”

      With a laugh, I shook my head. “I guess what I mean is, I’m not sure where that kiss really puts us now.” I heard her breath catch, and I could see the flutter of her pulse in the side her exposed neck. Absently, I wondered if it tasted like frosting, like the way she smelled. “Would you take it back if you could?”

      “What?” She’d been staring at my mouth, but at my words, she started.

      “The kiss. Do you want to take it back?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

        Kat

      

    
    
      “No.” It was the only conceivable answer I could give him, while he stood there looking at me like a dirt-covered Adonis. His features smoothed out in relief, but just enough for me to notice. I swallowed the smile that threatened to spread across my face and glanced down at my abomination of a skirt.

      “Good.”

      He smiled when I pulled a long, magenta chunk of polyester hair from my clothes. “But, maybe not for the reason you think,” I added.

      “Hang on.” He held up a hand. “Would you mind terribly if I go grab a shower before we continue this conversation?”

      Gulp. Audible, embarrassing gulp.

      I made some half-hearted attempt at nonchalance, waving my hand in agreement like, oh sure, I was so beyond used to men like him grabbing a shower while I stood fifteen feet and only one wall away. Dylan nodded and went to do just that. And I couldn’t blame him. He really was dirty.

      Dirty. I sighed. And sweaty. And… and…

      When Leonidas leaned his furry little body against my bare legs, I yelped. “Honey, you need to warn a girl when she’s wrapped up in Playgirl-level mental visions.” He panted, his mouth open in what looked like a grin. I smiled and scooped him up in my arms. “At least, I assume. I’ve never looked at a Playgirl. Do they still have that?”

      In answer, he licked the bottom of my chin. It was too nice of a day to stay inside. And I was in too precarious of a mental state to be so close to Dylan. Soapy, wet, naked as the day he was born Dylan. I slammed the slider door behind me and walked across the small concrete patio into his backyard. Because his condo was on a corner, his backyard angled off in a triangular shape, a small line of evergreen trees serving as a barrier to the units behind his. He may need a fence eventually, but until Leonidas had his prosthetic, he couldn’t run terribly fast.

      I set him in the lush grass, and he sniffed around for a bit before circling a few times, finally plopping into a circle with a heavy sigh. I sighed myself, lying down against the grass and staring up into the achingly blue sky. One hand stroked along Leonidas’s back, counting each ridge of his spine until it met the base of his tail.

      I wouldn’t take back the kiss, would I?

      My answer felt simple when I’d said it, but I also hadn’t really given much thought as to why he was asking it. Plus, the way he phrased the question was telling to me. He didn’t ask if I regretted it. He asked if I wanted to take it back.

      Which meant Dylan was probably a moron. Because he should know that any woman, any unattached, heterosexual woman under the age of forty—and probably most of them over the age of forty—would never want to take back having his tongue in their mouth. Having their hands on the shifting muscles in his broad shoulders. Having their…

      “Gah,” I scoffed, slapping a hand over my face and obscuring my view of the sky. Which was fine. Because it was the same color as Dylan’s eyes. With a groan, I rolled over toward Leonidas, who wriggled underneath the arm that I had over his back. His good paw batted at my face, and I started laughing. That made him even more excited, and before long, he was trying to crawl on top of me, his tongue furiously swiping at every part of my face that he could reach. I could barely catch my breath from laughing when I registered the sound of the slider pushing open.

      With careful hands, I untangled myself from Leonidas and rolled over to face the patio. Dylan was wearing a plain light blue t-shirt and black gym shorts that hit his knees. His hair looked black from still being wet, standing up a little probably because he’d ran his hands through it.

      My heart hiccupped. He was smiling at us, his arms folded across his chest and his shoulder braced on the side of the house.

      “Having fun?”

      I pushed myself up to sitting and nodded, tucking a piece of hair behind my ear. “It was too nice to sit inside.”

      “It’s okay, you don’t have to explain yourself.”

      The answering laugh I gave him didn’t sound all that funny, and he must have noticed because he lifted an eyebrow. I shrugged one shoulder, plucking a thick blade of grass from the ground and spinning it between my fingers. “Ingrained habit. Sorry.”

      When Dylan didn’t answer right away, my stomach twisted in on itself, wishing I hadn’t said anything. But that was my first reaction to everything, too. Don’t say anything, don’t explain. It was completely unnatural for me to push that down, but I did. Probably because he didn’t ask. If he’d pressed me, shutting down would have been easy.

      “You know why I don’t want to take back the kiss?”

      “No. But,” he said slowly, waiting until I looked up at him before continuing, “I hope you’ll tell me.”

      When Leonidas snuggled up against me, I let out a slow breath, taking comfort from the warm press of his body. “I’ve never been the kisser. Only the … kissee, if that’s the right word. That probably sounds ridiculous, considering my age. That I’ve never initiated the kissing. It’s always been a trust thing for me.”

      Dylan stepped off the patio onto the yard, lowering himself to the grass. He was quiet while he stretched his long legs out and braced his hands behind him. We weren’t close enough that I could feel the heat of his skin, but I closed my eyes and imagined that I could.

      “But,” I continued, my eyes still closed, “I trust you.”

      He exhaled, a sound heavy with relief, and it made me look over at him for the first time since he’d sat down in the grass.

      “And I haven’t trusted many people in my life.” He never looked away from me, barely even blinked while those vivid blue eyes snared me, making it hard for me to breathe while I tried to put my jumbled head into words. “Which is probably why I don’t feel embarrassed. Because if it was someone I didn’t trust,” I said carefully, not wanting to sound like I was looking for empty affirmations, “it would be kinda hard for me to be around them if they pushed me away.”

      “I didn’t exactly push.” The right side of his mouth tipped up, and the dimple in that side of his cheek made a brief appearance. But only briefly, because he didn’t smile long enough.

      “No, you didn’t,” I agreed, breaking our eye contact when it started feeling too thick and too intense. “But regardless, that’s why I don’t want to take it back. Because even though it didn’t really go anywhere, you still make me feel safe.”

      He thought about that, nodding a little. “I sense a ‘but.’”

      I scrunched my nose, laughing for a second. “Maybe. But … I think you’re right about being undecided. I don’t even know if I’d make a good girlfriend, because I’ve never tried. But I do know you well enough now that,” I swallowed, lasering my eyes onto another blade of grass before I snatched it from the ground, “I’d miss you if you weren’t around. And the most horrible feeling in the world is missing someone. I don’t want to feel that way about you, if I screwed it up.”

      “Come on, it’s much more likely that I would do the screwing up,” he said easily. Dylan leaned over and nudged my shoulder with his. “Isn’t it usually the men who do?”

      I smiled, rolling my eyes a little. “I guess.”

      “Thank you. For telling me that. It makes sense to me.” He turned a bit so that he was facing me, instead of us sitting side by side. “And I have to be honest with you, Kat.”

      Oh geez. Here we go. It’s not you. It’s me. He was gearing up, I could tell. Did people say that stuff anymore? I smoothed my hands down my skirt, making sure the fur was all going in the same direction.

      “Hearing you say that you trust me is probably one of the most humbling things anyone has ever said to me.”

      My head jerked up. “What?”

      Leonidas lifted his head at my loud exclamation, then shifted forward to start nibbling on Dylan’s heel. Dylan just shrugged, completely unperturbed by my outburst. “That surprises you?”

      “Well,” I shifted in the grass, tucking my legs under me so I could face him more fully. “Yeah, I guess. It’s not like you could possibly know what a huge deal that is for me.”

      He laughed then. “I couldn’t?”

      “How could you?”

      “Come on, Kat,” he said good-naturedly, like he hadn’t just set off a bomb in my freaking heart. “Anyone who paid the slightest bit of attention to you can see that you hold yourself back around people. And I’m paying attention. Besides, I have four siblings; they all have spouses. A million nephews. And I’ve worked in restaurants for ten years. You think I’m not even a little capable of reading people?”

      “Well, sure. But that’s like, what kind of drink do I think they’ll order? Will they be a good tipper or not? Whether they’ll be an asshole when they drink too much and try to grab my ass.”

      “Nobody better try to grab your ass at work.”

      The dark violence in his voice, I was not even joking, made my chest flush and my core temperature bubble up so high that I wasn’t positive that my skin wasn’t shooting flames up into the sky. Okay. That was hot. I waved a hand in front of my face and gave him a look. “That doesn’t help.”

      “What?” Now he sounded annoyed. “You think I’d let a customer grab any of our servers?”

      “Of course not. But you should know what possessive statements do to unsuspecting women. You shouldn’t bandy those around lightly, mister.” Dylan blinked. I rolled my eyes. “Anyway. You’re psychic and can read people’s minds? Because I still think it’s nutso that you picked up on that about me.”

      He kept blinking. “You’ll never stop surprising me, will you?”

      “Pfft. I hope not.”

      His face softened. “I’m really glad I met you, Kat Perry.”

      I groaned. “You know my last name.”

      “Personnel files.”

      “Damn it,” I whispered.

      Dylan clucked his tongue. “Language, young lady. Why don’t you like your last name?”

      “Uhh, hello. Kathleen Perry. Kathleen is just horrible, so I shortened it to Kat. I look like a Katy Perry wannabe. But I’m not.”

      He laughed, the deep sound filling me so full of warmth and contentment that I could easily get addicted to it. It made his smile spread across his face and the skin around his eyes crinkle up, which told me he laughed often. And his dimples. Le sigh. They carved deep grooves on either side of his mouth.

      “I should just change it,” I said off-handedly, not expecting him to stop laughing so suddenly. “It’s not like it matters.”

      “Your last name?” He said it so incredulously that I froze. Well. I had not intended to let that slip out. But I’d already gone this far. And all of a sudden, the thought of sharing something with him, with this man that had been so kind and so steady with me, didn’t make my mouth dry or my heart pound.

      So I nodded slowly, not taking my eyes away from his. “I don’t have any family. I could change it to anything, and it wouldn’t affect anyone but me.”

      His brows lowered while he regarded me. “No one in Nebraska?”

      “Nope.” I shrugged, the word coming out a little less lightly than I’d intended it to. “Just a line of foster parents who probably don’t even remember me anymore.”

      He was quiet for a few moments, probably digesting the giant nugget of information that I’d just handed him. “I find that hard to believe.”

      I almost smiled at how visibly he was trying to keep himself steady, but something brewed behind his eyes, something that I couldn’t read. But the thing I didn’t see in the sky-blue color, so bright and framed by his enviably dark lashes, was pity.

      “Not if you knew me back then, it wouldn’t be. In truth, I was one of the lucky ones. Being ignored and overlooked was a pretty good option in some of the places I stayed.”

      His hands flexed and then tightened into fists. He clenched his jaw and looked away for a second before blinking back over to me. “How old were you when you went to your first foster home?”

      It was the polite way of asking what the hell had happened to me. I would’ve smiled at his careful phrasing if he hadn’t looked so serious. With every second that passed, I felt stronger, more settled in telling him this. Dylan was my friend; he cared about me. He didn’t want strangers to grab my ass, and in the most simplistic way, that meant he was allowed to know this. He’d earned it, at least in my eyes.

      “Young enough that I don’t really have long stretches of memories from my first home. Three or four, maybe? I’ve always struggled with retaining any memories of being really young.”

      “And …” he rolled his neck, “…your parents?”

      “Died,” I answered quietly, feeling the same dull thud of finality when I rolled the phrase around my head. “I don’t really remember them. Just that my mom had the same colors eyes as me, and my dad had a really loud laugh. Sometimes, I don’t know … never mind.”

      The heat from the sun soaked through my skin, but in a pleasant way, like it was keeping us pinned there, unable to leave the little spot of honesty that I’d thrust us into.

      “Sometimes, what?”

      “I’ve never said it out loud.” Even that was whispered. I saw him nod out of the corner of my eye.

      “You don’t have to tell me, Kat. It’s okay.”

      “Sometimes I’m glad.” With a deep breath, I squared my shoulders. “Because I think it would have been harder, when I was growing up, if I had really good memories of them in my head. But maybe that’s stupid. I probably wouldn’t think that if I did remember them.”

      Dylan hummed, regarding me for a few seconds. “It’s not stupid. I think anyone would feel that way.”

      “I’ve got a folder,” I blurted out, a little stunned I was even admitting this to him. He had like, magical confession-inducing powers. “My file, I guess. From the state. And I’ve never opened it. I don’t even know if there’s anything in it from my parents.”

      Dylan lifted his eyebrows, clearly trying to choose his words carefully. “Aren’t you curious?”

      I shrugged. “I do a pretty good job of forgetting I even have it. When I moved into my apartment, I shoved it on the top shelf of my linen closet so I didn’t have to see it.”

      “Out of sight, out of mind, huh?”

      “Yeah?” I shrugged again, stretching my legs out and pointing my toes. “Maybe. Either way, looking in that folder doesn’t change what happened. They died in a car accident. Drunk driver. They didn’t have any family, so off I went to my first foster home.”

      “Are you hungry?” he asked suddenly, standing up in a quick movement that had me blinking up at him. Because I was still on the grass, and he was so, so tall, I had to shield my eyes from the sun in order to see up into his face.

      “I guess so.”

      “Good.” He held out a hand to help me up. I stared at it for a few long seconds, and then carefully slid my hand into his, letting him pull me up with ease. “Because I got groceries yesterday. And I think this kind of conversation demands breakfast for dinner. Don’t you?”

      The back of my eyes felt heavy and hot, the press of tears making me blink. “Do you have bacon?”

      He slung an arm around my shoulders with a laugh. “Of course, I have bacon. What kind of bachelor would I be if I didn’t?”

      “A terrible one,” I agreed, trying not to burrow into the heat of his large body where it was pressed up against me. My soul felt lighter, if that was possible. He hadn’t pitied me. Hadn’t pushed me for too much, just listened to whatever I felt like sharing with him.

      Leonidas trotted after us and we paused to let him stumble through the open slider into the house before Dylan motioned for me to go ahead of him. Before I did, I saw his reflection in the glass, and caught the sadness in his eyes before he pinched them closed.

      “Come on, Sprite,” he said once he’d opened them again. “Breakfast won’t make itself.”
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      If I thought I’d watched Kat before, it was child’s play to how much I did now. Every night that she worked— which had been a few extra shifts this past week since two other servers were sick— it was almost impossible for me to focus on anything else. My shifts went by at warp speed until she got there, and then everything slowed and came into focus.

      The evening she told me about her background, I knew from the look in her eyes just how badly she needed me not to pity her, so I hadn’t. Maybe I should have told her what had actually been running through my head while I listened to her talk, because it was the exact opposite of pity.

      I was in awe of her.

      Now every time I saw her smile and tease a customer, make a coworker laugh or encourage Brian when he did something well, all I could do was shake my head. Part of the awe came from the fact that she was so damn positive all the time. I never saw her grumpy at work, either at the bar or at the clinic when I brought Leonidas in for his regular appointments.

      And her mood was contagious—more than anyone else that worked at The Continental Divide. I’d never had a complaint about her service, she consistently had the best tips and everyone genuinely loved working with her. And I could see why. She sparkled, and did it so damn effortlessly that everyone around her just stood in the light that she threw off when she was near.

      But the other part of my awe came from how insanely skilled she was at not letting people see how she held them at arm’s length. I’d noticed it before, but never really understood the depth at which she did it.

      No one that worked with us really knew her. And it was like they didn’t even realize it.

      “Hey, Breanne?” I called to one of the other servers on tonight. She nodded and said she’d be over after she finished delivering a tray of food. As she neared me, she wiped her hands on the black apron all of the servers wore.

      “Yeah, Dylan?”

      “Did you switch with Taylor tonight?”

      “Yup. She’s taking my Saturday lunch shift. Figured she’d feel better by then. I think Kat is taking her dinner shift tomorrow night though.”

      I nodded, keeping my face blank when she said it. I was working tomorrow night, which would be the fourth day that week that Kat would be on at the same time as me. It was the most I’d seen her in a two-week stretch since we’d met. We’d settled into a comfortable routine since the last time she came to my house. Friends, I admitted easily. Because of the extra shifts she was working at the bar, she hadn’t come over to Garrett’s the last time we’d played cards which earned grumbles from all the guys. When I’d told her that at Leonidas’s last appointment, the blush hit her cheeks so fast that I’d laughed.

      And even though we were friends, it was as if remnants of the kiss still lingered. Or memories of it, at least. I could see the way she stilled her movements whenever we stood close together, which probably mirrored my own body language. No hugging when she left my house or when I left the clinic. Just warm smiles or the occasional punch in the arm from her when she got to work.

      It was best that way, I thought firmly. And I reminded myself of that later that night when she merely winked at me before leaving work and headed out into the parking lot by herself. As much as I wanted to make sure she got out to her car okay in the dark, I refrained, busying myself by chatting with customers and making sure everyone was happy.

      If I walked Kat out to her car, I’d never live it down at work. Neither would she. And I knew her well enough by now to know that she’d hate that kind of attention. I’d only done one Google search on the effects of foster care, but it was enough to settle a rock in my gut when I’d finished reading.

      Kat hadn’t said anything about abuse, but some of the things I’d read made me want to throw my laptop across the room, imagining her going through anything even close. But one thing had snagged my eye, an article talking about children who suffered emotional neglect. Nothing centered around a particular trauma—which I prayed hadn’t happened—but simply the fact that no one had ever put any weight into what the child thought or felt. No one asking what they wanted or needed, how they felt about things, resulting in children feeling like their feelings had no importance and they didn’t deserve to be recognized.

      While I drove home later that night, I thought about Kat’s face when she whispered that she’d never admitted out loud that she was glad she didn’t have memories of her parents. I wasn’t an overly emotional guy, but a deep swell of gratitude for my parents damn near brought me to tears.

      I wanted to call them, tell them how much I loved them. Tell them how much I appreciated the way that they’d raised us, supporting whatever we wanted to do with the knowledge that they’d always be proud of us.

      Casey and I were the only siblings who didn’t go to college, and they’d never blinked twice about it, as long as we loved the jobs we were in and could support ourselves while we did it. But, and it was difficult for me to admit, I had felt embarrassed about it. I’d placed this ideal over my head that they’d somehow wished I had taken the same routes as my older brothers.

      But any insecurity I felt about not taking that path, was completely my own invention. And the thought that I’d held that inside of me— in comparison to what Kat had dealt with her whole life— shamed me.

      After I pulled into my driveway, I sat in the dark car for few minutes, listening to the tick of the engine as it cooled off.

      A knock on my window made me curse. Garrett stood there with a dopey-ass grin on his face, Leonidas tucked under his arm, panting happily at me. I pushed out of the truck.

      “What are you doing here? With my dog?”

      Garrett looked up at the dark sky. “I can’t believe I’m going to admit this, but when you texted me that you might not get home until after one, I was worried about the little shit. So I used the spare key you gave me and let him out. But then he was staring up at me with these big eyes. These brown eyes that wanted to suck my soul out if I put him back in that crate.”

      “Can I have my dog back?”

      He hefted Leonidas at me, and shuddered. “I swear. He’s a magical being. I ended up taking him home with me so he didn’t have to be here alone. Crying in the dark. Wondering why nobody loved him.”

      Garrett followed me in, even though I gave him a pointed look when he shut the door behind him. “Garrett. It’s one-thirty in the morning. I’d like to go to bed.”

      “Yeah, yeah. In a second. Aren’t you going to thank me for showing your little animal love and affection while you were off being a workaholic?”

      “No. He would have slept the entire time I was gone.”

      “What does Kat smell like?”

      Cake. The word was almost out of my mouth when I snapped it shut and glared at him. “What is the matter with you?”

      “I don’t get why you’re not dating her. It’s stupid. You’re the most stubborn person I’ve ever met.”

      “Don’t you have a life? A job that keeps you busy?”

      Garrett lifted a shoulder, looking far too bored and far too in my house at one o’clock in the morning when all I wanted to do was sleep. “Not as busy as yours, apparently. And that’s why you can’t date her, right? Because of your job?”

      I started herding him towards the door. “Out. Now.”

      “You like her, man. I don’t get why you’re so damn stubborn about it.”

      “Because I don’t have time for a relationship. I’ve told you that.”

      He was almost out. I was almost free, but he braced his hand on the door frame and turned to face me.

      “I get it. You put the blinders on to something as soon you make the edict in your head. You’ve always been like that. You can’t have a girlfriend, so Kat is just a friend.”

      “She is,” I stated, feeling a tinge of annoyance crawl up my spine.

      “A friend that you stare at whenever she’s around.” He walked through the door and paused before he left the porch. “You’re a grown-ass man, Dylan. If you want to change your mind about her, no one will care. The world won’t end because you made time for something that you’re convinced you can’t have.”

      “Kat deserves more than what I can give her,” I snapped, hating myself for basically admitting that he was right.

      “Isn’t that up to her to figure out?”

      Then I slammed the door and went to bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

        Dylan

      

    
    
      
        Me: Get dressed up, Sprite. Cole closed a huge deal and we’re going out.

      

      Kat didn’t answer my text right away, but I knew she was off tonight. This past week had been lighter again for her, no extra shifts to pick up because all the servers were healthy again. I hadn’t even seen her at the clinic since it was an off week for Leonidas’s appointment.

      
        Kat: Bossy. FINE. Where to? When should I meet you there?

      

      I grinned at my reflection in the bathroom mirror, making a last swipe under my chin with my razor, then wiped the rest of the shaving cream off with my towel. After I’d splashed some shaving lotion on my cheeks, I sent her a quick reply.

      
        Me: Just meet us at Garrett’s in forty minutes. Sound good?

      

      
        Kat: :)

      

      The evening that I’d already been looking forward to suddenly got a little bit brighter, and I actively avoided my own eyes in the mirror while I thought it. A few days after ambushing me at my house, Garrett had apologized. I didn’t get mad at him often, but he could tell he’d overstepped, pushing me on the one subject that I was most likely to get pissed about. If Kat and I had decided that we could be friends, that that’s what was best for us, then he had no right to question it.

      But it had been my idea to invite her tonight, so he could suck it if he thought I was being stubborn just for the sake of it. Since I knew that in addition to us guys, Garrett’s sister, Anna was coming along too, I thought it might be nice for Kat to meet her and balance out the group a little.

      I finished getting dressed, tightening my black leather belt around my dark jeans and rolling the cuffs of my black dress shirt up my forearms. I’d been in Denver for over six weeks, and it was the first time that I was actually going out. The smile never left my face, not when I put Leonidas out one more time before ushering him into his crate. And not while I walked the couple blocks to Garrett’s place on the hot June evening. There was a thickness to the summer in Michigan, the pervasiveness of the damp air much heavier than it was here, but the heat still clung to my skin on the short walk.

      Kat’s car was already parked in the street and I looked down at the watch on my wrist. She’d only taken thirty minutes to get ready and make the fifteen-minute drive over. I was just passing her car when the driver’s side door shoved open and almost gutted me.

      “Shit.” I caught the edge of the door and side-stepped so as not to bust it off its hinges. Kat giggled an apology and stood out of the car. And that was when my breath caught.

      Her hair was sleek and smooth, tucked behind her ears. Her large, brown eyes were rimmed in smudged black and her cheeks and eyelids glimmered with a hint of gold in the dim light of the driveway.

      “Hi.” Her lips, wide on her face even when she wasn’t smiling, looked smooth and pink.

      “You look beautiful, Kat,” I said while I shut the car door for her. “If I’m allowed to say that.”

      “Of course you are. Friends can compliment each other, right?”

      “Right.” We walked up the side of the driveway, the laughing voices from inside Garrett’s house spilling through his open windows. I placed a hand on her back so she’d go in front of me, and the silky fabric of her green top was cool against my palm.

      “Good,” she said decisively. “Because you look really effing hot.”

      I laughed while we climbed the steps onto the porch. “My sister says that. Effing. I’ve never understood it. People know what you’re really trying to say. Why not just say it?”

      “An excellent question. I’m not sure. I’ll just start dropping F-bombs at work and tell them you told me to do it.”

      Dropping my hands on her shoulders, I steered her into the house. Her head barely reached my chin on a normal day, so she must have been wearing heels because she was a few inches taller tonight. I whistled when I caught sight of her feet. Black spiked heels that wrapped around her slim ankle with a slender, gold ribbon that tied in the back.

      Kat looked back and smirked when she saw where I’d been looking. “You told me to dress up. I don’t get to do it very often.”

      “Well.” I cleared my throat while we walked in. “You did good.”

      The guys greeted her, and Garrett introduced Kat to his sister. Anna hadn’t changed much in the years since I’d seen her. Her long black curtain of hair still fell down her back just like it had when we were younger. Garrett’s parents had adopted her from South Korea when she was one, and she had the exact same sense of humor as her brother. Which was unfortunate, because then Garrett thought his was appropriate.

      She hugged me and when I patted her back, I caught Kat’s eyes narrow in on my hands. Then her gaze shifted away just as quickly and I couldn’t stop my grin at the tiny display of jealousy.

      We made small talk for a few more minutes before Tristan jingled the keys of Michael’s SUV.

      “Come on. I’ll be DD.”

      I looked over at Kat and she shrugged. It wasn’t like I was planning on drinking a ton, but it would be nice to relax. Everyone else must have felt the same, because we all piled in to his Suburban. I was sandwiched in between Kat and Anna, my arms stretched across the back of the bench on either side of them. Kat was stiff next to me, her fingers clasped tightly in her lap.

      When I dropped a hand and squeezed her shoulder, I felt her take a deep breath and let it out.

      “I’m not good with new people,” she whispered in my ear.

      “Anna’s cool,” I whispered back, angling closer to Kat. “You’ll like her.” I put my hand back on the bench, tightening my fingers onto the upholstery when it felt less natural to keep it there, rather than on Kat’s smooth, toned shoulder.

      Tristan pulled up to a massive building, with a similar style to The Continental Divide, large wooden beams framing an A-shaped peaked entrance and warm lighting covering the entrance. There wasn’t a line to get in, but we still had to pay a cover fee. He asked to see everyone’s ID, but Kat’s was the only one that he studied before flicking his stern gaze up to her face. She grinned and he stamped her hand.

      The building was huge and cavernous inside, a definite western feel, though the thumping music was a pop song. Booths and high-tops lined the outside, forming a U-shape around a huge, packed dance floor. There were two bars on either side of the space, bartenders flipping bottles around to the delight of the people waiting for drinks.

      I caught sight of Cole where he was waving from a large, circular booth. We packed in, and like in the car, I ended up between the girls. Cole had already ordered a round of shots.

      “We’re not young enough for this shit,” I groaned when I picked up the clear shot.

      Kat nudged me with her elbow. “Speak for yourself.”

      Cole laughed and pushed them around the table. Tristan pushed his toward Garrett, who accepted with a grin.

      “Dare I ask?” Michael asked, peering at the glass.

      “Iced Patron,” Cole said like it was obvious. Then he waved off the chorus of groans from the rest of us. Except Kat, who shimmied in her seat. “Guys, I don’t want to hear it. I closed on a big-ass house today and made a lot of money. I’m buying the first two rounds, and that means they’re my choice. Deal with it.”

      So we did, half of us snatching a lime wedge from the bowl that the server had brought along with the shots. We clicked the glasses on the table then slammed. I didn’t cough, only puffed out a breath before sucking on a lime. Kat’s lips were puckered before she grabbed two more pieces of fruit. Anna was the only one who didn’t need a lime.

      Garrett glared at her. “You had to show me up, didn’t you?”

      “If you can’t keep up, big brother, might as well admit now that I can drink you under the table.” She grinned at me when Garrett scoffed. Kat shifted on the other side of me, turning toward Tristan, who was on her left.

      Surprisingly, over the next couple hours, no one got up to dance. We ordered some food, a few more rounds of drinks, and talked and laughed until my cheeks hurt. At one point, Cole was telling a story that had Kat clutching her sides and leaning into me. I wrapped my arm around her shoulder, because it felt more comfortable than leaving it up on the back of the booth.

      Then Garrett lifted an eyebrow at me, face full of I told you so, dipshit. My first reaction was to put my arm back onto the booth, and when I did Kat looked up at me, her face flushed prettily from laughing.

      “Can I get out? I need to use the ladies room.”

      Anna and I scooched to the side so she could get out, and I watched Kat weave through the crowds toward the closest restroom before she disappeared down the hallway. Anna got back in the booth before me, sliding in next to Tristan, who actively, and quite obviously, ignored her presence. I narrowed my eyes at him, because quiet as Tristan was, he wasn’t a jerk.

      Anna crooked a finger at me, and I leaned over the booth to hear her. “Why don’t you ask her to dance?”

      “Who, Kat?”

      Considering she wasn’t biologically related to Garrett, the annoyed looks they gave me looked remarkably similar. “Yes, Kat. She keeps looking out at the dance floor.”

      The music selection was eclectic: a range of 80’s pop and Top 40, slower country songs and the occasional up-tempo ones for line-dancing. I held my hands up. “Not much of a dancer. Besides, we’re just friends.”

      The collective disbelief of the table made my face feel hot.

      “You guys need hobbies,” I said on a laugh.

      Anna slapped the table and looked around. “Well, I have no problem dancing with a friend. Because I’m a normal human being. Cole, care to escort me?”

      He stood from the booth and held out a hand. “I’d be honored.”

      They walked out and found a small space, Cole holding her hand with one of his own, anchoring the other around her waist when they started swaying.

      “Her husband doesn’t care that she’s out with us tonight?” Michael asked while we all watched them. Tristan hadn’t moved his eyes from the couple. I don’t think he’d even blinked. Definitely not a jerk thing then, it kinda looked like an Anna thing, which made me smile a whole lot.

      “Nah,” Garrett said. “He probably doesn’t even notice she’s not home.”

      “Who’s not home?” Kat piped up from where she’d appeared beside me.

      “Long story,” I supplied, glancing around the table where the guys watched me expectantly. Garrett stared at Kat. Then at me. Then back at Kat. I rolled my eyes. “Kat, will you dance with me?”

      “Hallelujah,” I heard Garrett mutter under his breath.

      Kat must not have, because she was too busy gaping at me. “Really?”

      The pleasant surprise on her face spurred me into action. Standing from the booth, I clasped her hand with mine and pulled her closer to me. “Really. Can’t waste your pretty shoes, now can we?”

      “No,” she said slowly. “I guess not.”

      Holding her small hand tightly in my own, I made my way through the crowds. Tennessee Whiskey came through the speakers just as I found a small opening for me and Kat. I turned to her, surprised by the serious look on her face. I expected a smile, or maybe even nerves, but I found determination instead.

      We didn’t say anything as she stepped into me, sliding her hand up my chest. But it didn’t settle on my shoulder like I’d thought. She pushed it around my rib cage onto my back, like she was hugging me. I brought our hands that were still clasped together up against my chest, taking my free arm and sliding it around her waist to settle on her lower back.

      The beat of the song was slow and sexy, the singer’s voice deep and soulful while we swayed together, turning in an unhurried circle. My hand made a similar journey on her back, leisurely smoothing up her spine. Despite our closeness, she still held her body stiffly.

      “Relax,” I whispered so only she could hear me, tilting my head so that my mouth brushed against her silky hair. “It’s just you and me.”

      Her fingers tightened around mine when I did it, and her forehead dropped onto my shoulder like she couldn’t hold it upright anymore.

      I knew the feeling, resting my cheek on the crown of her head while we turned. Kat was so small, so slender in my arms, her hips following the beat of music perfectly. I wasn’t even really leading us; we were just moving. When I closed my eyes, I couldn’t give a single shit that anyone might be watching us.

      This was more than a dance. I tightened my arms when the beat morphed into another slow song, and she melted into me. The arm that was around my back hooked up around my shoulder, pressing us together more fully. My breath picked up, each thump of my heart matching whatever song was playing.

      I couldn’t even hear it anymore. All I heard was Kat. Breathing. Sighing. Living. That sounded so cheesy in my head, but it was true. We were merely standing there by that point, feet barely shuffling, just holding each other on the packed dance floor that moved around us.

      Any alcohol I’d had in my system evaporated when she tucked our hands even closer to her, so that they were sandwiched between us. The slight curves of her breasts pressed up against me and I had a hard time breathing.

      When I heard her humming to the song, slightly off-key and slightly off-beat, I shifted my chin, pulling in a heady breath of her sweet scent. It was stronger tonight, which wasn’t surprising given that we were completely wrapped around each other. Another song started, a bit faster than the last one, and I gripped around her waist, loathe to break whatever spell had covered us.

      Her breath hitched and her face tilted up so that I could feel her warm breath hit at the base of my throat. I pressed a kiss to her forehead, the skin under my lips feeling like silk. I don’t know what I’d thought she’d do; freeze up because we were in public, maybe pull away because our friends could see us. But she tightened her arm around my back, holding me just as tightly as I was holding her.

      How this changed things between us, I didn’t know. All I knew was that anything I’d decided about Kat before tonight, about what our relationship would need to be, had just flown out the damn window.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

        Kat

      

    
    
      In the last hour, I hadn’t said a thing. Okay, that was a lie, when our waitress swung back around by our table, I said, “A water, please.”

      So … three words. I didn’t know if everyone noticed. Garrett gave me a couple narrow-eyed glances, but Dylan? Dylan noticed. He’d barely taken his eyes off of me since we sat back down. I could feel his stupid, bright blue eyes searing into my profile.

      Hence my problem. I’d never been so completely within someone’s focus. Never in all my long twenty-four years. But he never wavered. The question in his eyes never waned. Not when I threw some cash in for my part of the bill, not when I refused an offer to dance from Cole, not when we walked through the dark parking lot to Tristan’s car, not on the drive back while he was sitting right next to me.

      What just happened?

      That was the thing that never wavered and never waned. The question that I had no possible way to answer. Because whatever had happened in that dance was beyond anything I’d ever experienced. Everyone around us on the ride home to Garrett’s was talking and laughing, but he and I sat in a tiny den of silence. Like Superman’s Fortress of Solitude, only not as awesome. Maybe he wasn’t unsure, but the only thing I was sure about was how completely not sure I was. Makes sense, right?

      When I started walking toward my car (sprinting toward it, actually), I could have been honest with him after he called my name and asked if I needed him to drive me home. The alcohol had barely affected me; it was like the more my brain worked overtime, the less the alcohol penetrated my blood. But he was there in the darkness of Garrett’s driveway, looking at me with this … I don’t even know, almost pleading look in his eye.

      Dylan and I needed to talk and if he drove me home, we’d be able to. So I nodded and tucked my keys back into my purse.

      “Let’s take my truck,” he said quietly.

      “What about my car?”

      We walked down the sidewalk and took the corner to his street before he answered. “It’ll be at your place in the morning. What time do you need to leave for the clinic?”

      “By nine.”

      His condo was dark when he walked up the driveway, and I hesitated, not sure if we’d be letting the dog out before he drove me home. But Dylan opened the passenger door for me, a serious look on his face. That face. Ugh. I can’t believe I ever tried to convince myself that he was only averagely good-looking. He was so handsome that it hurt my eyeballs.

      After I slid in the truck, I kept my face forward. It was the only form of self-preservation I had at that point. Don’t look at him. Don’t make eye contact. If I did that and saw even a shred of pity or regret in him, I’d lose it.

      What just happened?

      Despite the fact that neither of us spoke on the drive to my apartment, save for me telling him how to get to my apartment, it didn’t feel awkward. And I was an expert in deciphering silences. I knew what disappointed silence was like; it coated your skin in a thick, greasy coat. Awkward silence was a bit different. It gnawed at your ears and your lips, practically forcing you to break it.

      This was companionable, which relieved me. No matter what conversation we needed to have, or how the question would be answered, I just needed to know that we’d still be friends.

      Dylan turned the truck into the parking lot of my apartment complex, and I felt a momentary twinge of embarrassment. After being in his home, unsettled as it was, the shabbiness of my surroundings couldn’t really be ignored.

      The landscaping needed a good weeding, the light bulb of the lamp post closest to my door needed to be replaced, and the car overhangs held more rust than metal. And I knew exactly when all of those things hit him, because it was when a concerned silence took over. I risked a glance at him, and saw his eyes darting around. With every new thing he saw, his jaw tightened more and more.

      “Which one?” he asked tightly. I pointed to the door that led to my first floor apartment and then folded my hands into my lap while he parked the truck into the closest spot. The ticking sound of the engine was the only other sound besides his heavy, measured exhale.

      “Do you,” I cleared my throat. “Do you want to come inside?”

      His thumb tapped on the steering wheel for a few seconds before he turned to me. I couldn’t very well avoid looking at him without it turning awkward, so I shifted to face him. The bald intensity on his face made my heart shudder in my chest.

      What just happened?

      “Relax. It’s just you and me,” I said lightly, repeating his whispered words from earlier. It worked, because his face softened. He didn’t smile, but what I’d said snapped just enough of his intensity that I felt like I could breathe again.

      “I don’t know if I should.”

      “Hmm?”

      He jerked a chin toward my front window. “If I should come in.”

      Commence awkward silence. I chewed on my lip, trying not to slump into the truck bench. “Why not?”

      Dylan swallowed, flicking his eyes over to me but then training them right back onto the door that lead to my apartment. “Because I promised you something. And I need to keep my word.”

      Disappointment swamped me, and I struggled to keep my face even.

      What just happened?

      Maybe I’d never know. Maybe it would just stay right in that small space of dance floor where we’d left it. I nodded and pushed the truck door open.

      “Kat,” he said as my feet hit the pavement. I turned. “You just want to talk, right?”

      Then I smiled and shook my head. “As opposed to?”

      “Nothing,” he replied, his voice full of smile even as his lips stayed in a straight, thoughtful line. “Go inside. Do you have a chair by that window?”

      My eyebrows lifted, but I looked toward my apartment. “Yes?”

      “Good. Go sit in it. So I can see you.”

      “This is very odd.”

      “Yes,” he said on a sigh. “Please?”

      I rolled my eyes, which made him chuckle. Making Dylan laugh did very odd, very tingly things to my body. I looked down the front of my shirt after I’d walked away from the truck, and yes siree, the girls perked right up. And it was not because it was cold out.

      I locked the two locks on my door before I flipped the light on in the living area. Pulling the curtains completely open, I pulled the stool that was next to the small kitchen table and moved it right by the window.

      His truck was still there, but I couldn’t see him at all. I waved, and my phone rang almost immediately.

      “Yes?” I drawled when I picked it up.

      “Can you see me?”

      “Nope.” I popped the ‘p’. The interior of his truck appeared when he reached up and clicked the cab light on. It was a dim light, but at least I could see where he was, see his face. “Ahh, there you are. So, is this a Michigan thing? I’m unfamiliar with the concept.”

      He grinned, the white of his teeth looking stark against his tan skin. His hikes over the last couple weeks had given him color in his face. Nice, very, very nice color.

      “Well,” he started, snapping me from my reverie, “I think this is the safest way for us to talk.”

      “Safe for whom?” I muttered under my breath, lifting my eyes to his and blushing when he leaned forward over the steering wheel and gave that smolder-intense thing that made me shift in my seat.

      “Something was different tonight, wasn’t it?” He said it so bluntly, with no hesitation and no confusion. “It could not have just been in my head.”

      I crossed my legs in a ridiculous attempt to gain time to respond. I licked my lips and met his gaze through the window. “It wasn’t.”

      “I’m torn here, Kat. I meant what I said before. I don’t think I want a serious relationship; I don’t have time for one. And you’re my friend. That’s important to me right now.”

      “To me too,” I said, hating how small my voice sounded.

      “The kiss,” he shrugged and I found myself leaning forward, like I could hear him better. “The kiss was one thing. One thing that I felt like we could set aside. But now we have that dance. And it was…”

      “Significant,” I supplied.

      In the dim light of his truck, he nodded slowly. “Significant. And I don’t know how to balance that significance with what we had already decided. What made sense for us to decide.”

      The girl part of me wanted to roll my eyes, tell him that his reasoning for not wanting to give this a shot, give us a shot, was flimsy. But I couldn’t, because I was just as stubborn about things that I’d already made my mind up about. Far be it from me to judge him for doing the same. Not only that, but I would never try to force myself into an important role where I wasn’t completely, one hundred percent wanted.

      But the want in me. I’d never experienced it before, and for me, that was just as significant. Significant enough that while I sat there, separated from him by only a few panes of glass and one stretch of sidewalk, I opened my mouth and let a completely unfiltered idea tumble out.

      “So what if we didn’t date? What if we just … didn’t label it?”

      Dylan tilted his head and regarded me, his jaw working back and forth. Then he shook his head. “What do you mean?”

      I licked my lips. “I mean, we both agree that something changed. It feels different tonight, right?” There was no point in admitting that I’d probably felt the exact same surging tidal wave of lust since the moment I’d met him, but that wasn’t relevant. What was relevant was that I was quite possibly the most genius person in the entire world.

      “Yeah, we can,” he said slowly, scratching the side of his face with one hand.

      “So moving forward, if this … different feeling hits us again, then we act on it. No dates, no labels, no commitments. And above any of it, we stay friends.”

      And as soon as the words were out of my mouth, the heat from his eyes practically melted the glass in front of me. I lifted my fingers to touch it, just to see if it was hot. He opened his mouth once, twice, then sank back in his seat.

      “Do you know what it felt like for me tonight?” I continued when he didn’t say anything. I pushed my fisted hand against my breastbone. “When we danced, I felt like I was on fire, Dylan. But … I couldn’t get close enough, you know? I’ve never…”

      “I know,” he said on a rush, gripping the top of the steering wheel with one hand. “Damn it, now I wish I was inside.”

      I laughed, pushing the thickness down my throat that was most likely caused by my honesty. It wasn’t tears, I didn’t want to cry. But it felt so overwhelming. He overwhelmed me. And it was the first time in my life where that feeling didn’t make me want to run in the opposite direction.

      “Kat, I’m going to need you to be real clear right now. Because I’m not sure I know what you’re suggesting.”

      I held his eyes as directly as I could, given the distance between us. Maybe if we’d been face to face, with no barriers, I wouldn’t have had the courage to say it. Possibly not even think it. But for the first time in my life, the words came easily.

      “I’m suggesting that we veer strongly into the friends with benefits category.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

        Dylan

      

    
    
      What just happened?

      The words came out of her mouth. I saw them. Lips moving, a little smirk on her face, the color high in her cheeks. But it could not have been English, because unless I was seriously losing my mind, Kat just offered up a ridiculously convenient, horribly stupid plan.

      Excitement roared through me, and I tried not to shout into the phone.

      “Kat,” I said slowly, attempting to breathe through my racing thoughts. “That might be a really bad idea.”

      “Why?” she all but groaned, leaning forward on her seat, gripping the phone in one hand and using her other to whip around in the air like it would help her make her point. “Don’t even try to tell me that men don’t love this shit.”

      “Hey. Don’t even try to lump me in with every other man you’ve met.”

      Kat exhaled, only looking mildly chastened. That actually did sting a bit. I wasn’t a monk, but I didn’t use women. I didn’t lead them on and, for the most part, I was a guy who very much believed in the concept of relationships. The fact that it had been over three years since I’d had one was beside the point.

      “I’m not, Dylan. Believe me. I’m the last person that you need to convince that you’re different. Because I already know it.”

      I rubbed a hand over my jaw, feeling equal parts exhausted and completely jacked up. “Yeah?”

      She nodded, dropping her gaze to her lap. I wanted to see her eyes for every part of this conversation. We were walking a wire here; a misstep of microscopic proportions would send us hurtling into the air with no net to catch us.

      “I don’t trust men,” she said simply, finally looking back up at me. “You are the first man that I’ve ever known who makes me feel safe.”

      Knowing what little I did about her background, that didn’t surprise me, but it pained me all the same.

      “That must be exhausting,” I said, not even planning to say it out loud.

      “What?”

      “Never being able to trust anyone. How do you ever relax?”

      Kat laughed softly, shaking her head again. “It’s not that I don’t trust anyone. I trust the women at the clinic, and I do trust Bill. He’s been very supportive of me. But that’s different. He’s more of a father figure. Not …”

      “Right,” I finished for her.

      “I mean, looking at someone like a man. Trusting them with that part of me? It’s a new experience. I know that probably sounds pathetic.”

      “No. It’s not.” She didn’t believe me. I could tell by the look on her face. I gripped the steering wheel again, mainly because that felt like the only thing that was keeping me in the truck. A leash of my own making. “I’m glad that you trust me, Kat. Because you can. Always.”

      She smiled. “Of course you’d say something like that. That’s what all the perfect ones say.”

      I held up a hand. “I am not perfect.”

      Kat scoffed.

      “I’m not,” I repeated. “And if you really think I am, then you’re just setting me up to disappoint you.”

      Through the window, I saw her straighten and her face sober. “You’ll disappoint me?”

      This time, I couldn’t meet her eyes, so I dropped my head back onto the headrest. “Not on purpose. But, I’ve always struggled with priorities. Work is all I’ve poured myself into for the last ten years. Any girlfriend, even the women I’ve dated casually, in that span of time has eventually complained about it, that I don’t know how to put them first.”

      “Well then I guess it’s a good thing I’m not asking to be your girlfriend.” The hard edge in her voice made me lift my head to look at her again. “I’m not, Dylan. I don’t want to have a boyfriend any more than you want to be one. That’s why this is perfect.”

      A car pulled up in the spot next to me, the thumping of his music breaking the thread between me and Kat. When he got out of his car, the music died, leaving a wash of silence so tangible that neither of us spoke.

      “You want to know why I think it’s perfect?” she said softly, and I closed my eyes. “Because more than anything, I’m sitting here wondering what your muscles would feel like under my hands.”

      “Damn it, Kat,” I whispered, feeling every inch of my skin tighten at her quietly spoken words. “I’ve never crossed this line with someone that works for me. Never. And if you keep saying things like that to me, then I will be forced to ravage you in the office the next time we’re at work together.” Her answering laugh was delighted, and it made me smile. “Especially if you smile like that after you say it. I’m a goner.”

      “See?” she drew the vowels out, pointing a finger at me. “Right now, that crap right there. We could take all these tingling, happy feelings and let them manifest into tingling, happy physical actions.”

      “You should have been a lawyer. Because when you make up your mind on something, God help anyone who disagrees. The human race is helpless against your logic.”

      “It really is.” She nodded resolutely, then chewed on her bottom lip. “So the work thing is a big deal to you, huh?”

      “It is.”

      “So, the fact that I gave my notice to Bill this morning would probably help, wouldn’t it?”

      My head snapped up. “You what? I’m not going to let you quit because of me. That’s insane. You’re way too great as a server.”

      “Easy, killer. I didn’t quit because of you. It was always temporary, me working for him here. When I finished school and moved up to Denver for my job at the clinic, it was timely to be able to help Bill open this location. But as you can see, I don’t exactly have lavish surroundings. I can easily support myself on what I make at the clinic.” I wasn’t convinced, and she could obviously tell, because she rolled her eyes. “Dylan. For the first time since I’ve been on my own, I don’t have to work my ass off. I’ve held at least two jobs for the last four years, plus going to school. I’d kinda like to have nights and weekends off, you know?”

      “What’s that like?” I muttered.

      “Exactly. I want to know. I deserve to ease up a little bit.”

      “And you promise you didn’t quit because of me?”

      “Could your ego be any bigger?” Then she pointed two fingers at her eyes, flipping them around and pointing them at me. “Look me in the eyes, Dylan. I did not quit because of you. And I didn’t even quit. I’m giving him two weeks in case he needs me to train someone new.”

      “Two weeks?”

      “Mmmhmm.” One side of her mouth curved into a smile and she got the same naughty gleam in her eyes as when she started talking about my muscles under her hands. “Two weeks. Can you keep your rule intact that long?”

      “What? Before we get to manifest?”

      She laughed. “Exactly.”

      “I can if you can.”

      When she sank her head into one hand on a groan, my face split into a smile. “It’s like we’ve just set up the world’s greatest challenge.”

      “I think I’ll be able to hold out longer.”

      Her eyes flashed when she looked up at me. “No way, Steadman. I’ll have no problem keeping my hands off of you for two weeks.” She sniffed. “Easy peasy.”

      I ground my back teeth together, the burn of holding my jaw muscles together that tightly was the only thing keeping me in the truck. The slope of her slender shoulders was outlined in the window, the lamp behind her couch made her golden hair shine. As fun as it was to joke about tempting each other, try to get the other person to cave first, looking at Kat like this told me that I’d have a serious test of my willpower over the next fourteen days.

      It was like now that the switch had been flipped in my head, I couldn’t stop thinking of all the ways we could … umm, manifest.

      “Do you know how badly I want to kiss you right now?” My voice sounded rough when the words came out, like my tongue and throat were coated with sand.

      “Unless you’re going to come in here and do something about it,” Kat whispered, holding her hand in front of her mouth, “don’t tease.”

      “Trust me, I’m torturing myself just as much right now.” She snorted, and I could see that she was tracing the edge of her bottom lip with her pointer finger. My eyes wouldn’t move from the spot, the gentle movement of her hand over her own skin. “Because you know what I can’t stop thinking about?”

      Her eyes closed and her hand froze over her mouth. “What?”

      “Whether you taste the same way that you smell. Like cake or frosting.”

      “W-warm vanilla sugar,” she whispered.

      “That’s it.” I nodded, even though she still had her eyes pinched shut. “That’s what I’ll be wondering for the next fourteen days.”

      Her breathing was heavy in my ear, and with every shred of restraint I possessed, I turned the key in the ignition. When the engine rumbled over, her eyes snapped open. We held like that for a few long moments.

      “Goodnight, Kat.”

      “I umm, I guess I’ll see you at work, Dylan.”

      The whole time I drove home, the same thought kept cycling through my head, like it had all evening.

      What just happened?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

        Dylan

      

    
    
      
        Day four of fourteen

      

      I had grossly underestimated Kat.

      She’d made it her personal mission to tempt me, to break me. Granted, she didn’t understand the depth of Steadman stubbornness, but even I had my limits. She’d started small. Every time she brushed past me that first day we worked together, she’d set her fingers somewhere on my body. First it was my back, right over the shoulder blade, when she leaned around me to grab a clean glass.

      Next was my hand when she walked past me in the hallway leading to the restrooms. She’d put on more makeup than normal, too. Her lashes looked obscenely long, which made her dark brown eyes look lush and sensual. And when I’d kept my hands to myself after all the innocent touching, she stopped right next to me and pulled some lip glossout of her purse, slicking it over her lips while I stared.

      “Mmm,” she hummed while she rubbed her lips together. “Smells wonderful, doesn’t it?”

      “You little Jezebel,” I whispered, looking around to make sure no one was staring at us.

      “Me?” She batted her eyelashes and tucked the tube into her apron.

      When I walked away, I shoved at the door to the office a little harder than necessary. The staffing chart swam in front of my eyes for about thirty minutes before I gave up and went back upstairs to the bar. Before I walked in, I stopped to take a deep breath.

      I could do this. I was thirty-four years old, for crying out loud. I was more than capable of controlling my urges.

      Then Kat breezed through the door into the kitchen, giving me a sly little smile that made my left eye twitch. She stretched her arms over her head, arching her back. I rolled my eyes. She narrowed hers.

      She picked up a plate with half a slice of cheesecake on it, using the spoon to carve a tiny piece off the side. While she held my eyes, she slid the spoon into her mouth.

      “You pay for that?”

      Her lips curved around the metal at the frustration tightening my voice. Of course, she didn’t answer until she pulled the spoon out slowly, licking at the corner of her mouth.

      “Yes, boss.”

      I swore and walked away to the sound of her laughter. But an idea formed while I stormed off. I had an appointment for Leonidas in three days. And turning the tables would be very, very fun.

      
        Day seven of fourteen

      

      When I walked into the clinic, the receptionist Glinda winked at me and I smiled, taking a seat closest to where I knew Kat would come out when she was ready for us. The plastic seat under me squeaked when I shifted, and Leonidas perked up from where he’d laid at my feet.

      Kat called my name, not looking up from her clipboard. She was wearing bright blue scrubs, and her hair was tied up into a little spiked ponytail at the top of her head. When Leonidas and I walked through the latched gate into the main area where he’d do some physical therapy, Kat finally looked up at me. Her eyes tracked down my chest and then back up to my face.

      You asshole. I could hear the words as if she’d spoken them out loud. It was complete and utter overkill, but I wore the same black dress shirt that I’d worn the night we danced. I hadn’t shaved in two days, and when she stared at the stubble on my jaw, I mentally fist-pumped.

      “You look nice in that color,” I said easily, tugging on the ponytail.

      “They’re scrubs.” She motioned us into an exam room, and the sight of her backside in the cotton pants made me take a deep breath.

      Leonidas knew the drill by this point, and he stretched out on the mat on the floor as soon as Kat dropped on to the floor next to it. I held my tongue while she took some measurements, feeling around his back and shoulder blades.

      When she moved to stand up, I stood first, holding out my hand to help her. Kat stared at it for a second, mid-crouch. Then she slid her hand in mine, I curled my fingers around hers and easily pulled her up.

      “Your hand is so small compared to mine,” I said absently, holding her hand up so I could trace the edge of her fingers with mine. She swallowed and tried to move past me, but I gripped her hand and wouldn’t let her walk away. “Did you change your hair?”

      “Yes,” she said on an exhale. “I colored over the pink and blue.”

      I let go of her hand and gently gripped her chin, turning her face to the side. “Ahh yes. That’s it. Pity.”

      Her face jerked out of my hand and she smiled sweetly. “I’m just waiting so I can bring you into the salon and have her dye my whole head the exact same shade as your eyes.”

      I laughed and followed her and my dog out of the room.

      
        Day eleven of fourteen

      

      By day eleven, we’d hit an impasse. We were all hanging out at Garrett’s, and Kat and I sat on opposite ends of the table during our card game, basically doing carnal things to each other with just eye contact. I don’t know if she could read my mind, but the gleam in her eyes and color in her cheeks told me her thoughts were probably along the same line.

      I was ready to combust. If she touched me one more time, innocent or not, that was it. I’d cave. She must have felt the same way, because we circled around each other all evening, very careful to avoid any touch.

      Kat licked her bottom lip and Garrett slammed his pint glass down.

      “Oh for shit’s sake. Would you two just go do it already?”

      The guys laughed, but I never took my eyes from Kat, even when she covered her flaming cheeks.

      Three more days.

      
        Day fourteen of fourteen

      

      I’d barely gotten close to her all evening. The other servers and bartenders were so effusive in their well-wishes, their declarations of how much they’d miss Kat, that I barely had the chance to talk to her. But every time our eyes would meet, there were sparks. I felt them down to my toes, through each strand of hair on my head. She never held my gaze too long, like the force of whatever she saw in my eyes was too much for her to take in.

      I watched her smile at people, laugh with her coworkers all night. And all night, I wanted to scream. The frustration that I felt at being so close was staggering. She wasn’t my girlfriend. She was my friend, and we were willingly jumping into something casual and undefined. It wasn’t like me, but I couldn’t find it in me to care. Everything about it felt too perfect.

      That probably should have scared me, should have warned me that this was doomed to screw up our friendship, but I wasn’t willing to go down that road.

      I saw her give Bill a hug, and then go through the doors into the kitchen, probably to drop her apron off in the office. After I glanced around to make sure no one was watching, I slipped down the stairs. Kat was staring at the announcement board, her perfect stillness the only indication that she knew I’d joined her.

      “I had a dream about you last night,” I said as soon as I stood behind her. My chest was close enough to her back that I could feel the heat from her body, but neither of us swayed that last couple inches. Kat merely took in a slow breath and then shifted to the side without making contact. With remarkably steady hands, she set her folded apron on Bill’s desk and then turned toward me.

      “I’ll be home in fifteen minutes.” Her voice was calm, but her eyes were rioting. “You better be there in twenty.”

      And then she was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

        Kat

      

    
    
      Seventeen minutes later, not that I was paying any attention, I set my purse down on the table next to the door to my apartment. Headlights sliced through the window and I froze. He couldn’t be here already, could he?

      The buzzer in the speaker on the wall went off, and I jumped back like it was about to bite me.

      “Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit,” I whispered while I pressed the button to unlock the entrance door for him.

      I saw a mint laying on the kitchen counter and I scrambled for it, shoving it in my mouth and chomping furiously while I heard his heavy footsteps down the hallway. This was insane. I should have told him thirty minutes, because I smelled like freaking French fries. He knocked on the door, testing the door knob, which I’d locked out of habit.

      “Kat?”

      Oh, his voice. I sank against the wall behind me, contemplating my options. I could pretend like I wasn’t home. Except I’d buzzed him in. Hysterical laughter bubbled up my throat and I clamped it down. Truly, it had been fun to tease him the last two weeks. Watch his eyes darken and his jaw tighten every time I’d touch him. But the reality of him made the pit in my stomach yawn open so far that I thought I might puke. My experience was woefully small. I’d been kissed a handful of times, a little over-the-shirt groping with a guy in one of my classes in college.

      “Kat?” he repeated, his voice closer to the door, like he was leaning in to try and see through it.

      I took in a deep breath and straightened off the wall, only letting it out when I gripped the doorknob. When I pulled it open, he was gripping the doorjamb, leaning forward like he was ready to launch through.

      We stared at each other for three heartbeats, the heavy thud in my chest acting like an erratic timer. Color was high in his cheeks, and the muscles in his arms flexed while he waited. I wasn’t precisely positive what he was waiting for, but when I moved back a step to let him in, he moved.

      Oh, did he move.

      Both of his hands framed my face, his foot kicking the door closed behind him. Without me even making the decision, my hands were fisted in his cotton shirt, the one he wore under his work shirt. We held that way for two more heartbeats, his lips hovering over mine.

      “You smell like mint,” he whispered, eyes lasered on mine.

      I nodded, and our noses brushed. Why was his skin so much hotter than mine? My brain cycled around that for another heartbeat, and then he fitted his lips between mine, my top lip between his.

      I sighed, no sound coming from my mouth. But even that spurred him. When he pulled on my lower lip, touching his tongue to the center, I couldn’t stop shifting against him. My hips arched up, and he moved his hands down around my waist, wrapping me completely in his heat and strength.

      When he shifted his head to the side, I moved mine in the opposite direction, and opened my mouth to press my tongue against his. Dylan groaned, clutching at me tighter and tighter. I wound my arms around his neck and stood up on my tiptoes to get closer to him.

      But it wasn’t close enough, not by a long shot. One of his hands moved down to grip my butt and I broke my mouth away, gasping when he shifted his mouth to trail down my throat with hot, open-mouthed kisses.

      I walked us backward until my back hit the wall, and Dylan got with the program really, perfectly quickly, moving his arms under my thighs so he could boost me up, pinning me to the wall.

      “Better,” I breathed, cupping the sides of his face and just looking for a moment. He grinned, and the action almost made me lose my heart completely. It stretched his face, made the skin on either side of his eyes wrinkle up. I traced the lines in his skin with my thumbs.

      His eyes tracked over my face, lingering around my mouth. “I love that I can stare at this now and you won’t think I’m weird.”

      “You wanted to stare at my mouth?” I asked, wrinkling my nose. “I’ve always thought it was too big. Doesn’t fit my face.”

      But Dylan shook his head, shifting his hips into mine where my legs were wrapped around his waist. “No way. Your mouth is perfect. When you smile, it’s so big that it changes the shape of your face.”

      “Well that sounds attractive,” I said dryly. He laughed, dropping a kiss onto my mouth. It started soft and quick, but when I chased his lips after he pulled back, he sank in again. We traded kisses, traded breaths, our lips and tongues meeting again and again and again.

      “What time is it?” he asked in between kisses, moving down my throat to my collarbone.

      I arched, trying to see the clock on the microwave, but my head dropped back onto the wall with a thunk when he dragged his tongue up the side of my neck. “Uhh. I don’t know. I can’t think when you do that.”

      He pulled away with a smile, carefully dropping my legs onto floor. I pouted, and he shook his head. “It’s almost one. I should go home for Leonidas”

      Whaaaaa? I slumped against the wall, giving him a death glare. “You know, that’s exceptionally rude. You give me tongue for like four minutes and then go on your merry way? WTF, man?”

      Dylan stared at me for a minute, probably looking for horns coming out of my head, then he smiled.

      I’d kissed those lips. I’d never look at him again and not marvel over that fact. They were firm and smooth, lips that knew exactly what they were doing. Exactly. And his tongue…

      “Wait, what?” I said when I realized he’d been speaking.

      He laughed. “Why don’t you come with me? We can watch a movie or something after I let the dog out.”

      I pretended to consider his offer for about two point six seconds. “Yeah, that’s fine.”

      Didn’t I sound so cool and collected? Like inside I wasn’t screaming and jumping and totally pulling a Laura Linney in Love, Actually. I may have even managed an unaffected shrug.

      “Want me to drive you?” he asked while I locked up my apartment.

      No, hell to the no, because then it’d feel like a date and I’d probably end up begging to stay overnight. But I just shook my head and jingled my keys. “Nah, it’s okay. Then you don’t have to drive me back in the middle of the night.”

      He looked around, then up at the pitch black sky. “It’s almost one o’clock in the morning. It’s already middle of the night.”

      When I gave him a long look, he relented, and I followed him back to his place. Where I could jump him just inside the doorway if I wanted to. Or strip my clothes off and parade around naked just to see what he would do. Which, incidentally, was a possibility as I’d gone through half a bottle of shave cream and two razor heads on the off chance that he’d get his hands on me at some point after work.

      But I’d save the peep show for later. Maybe we’d have a beer or two. Be all relaxed and happy. I’d strut into his living room and he’d give me the smolder. Like, come here, babe. Now.

      A rap on the window startled me, and I glared at Dylan through the window.

      “You looked pretty happy.” He nudged me after I’d gotten out of my car and we walked up the driveway. “Whatcha thinkin’ about?”

      “Nothing,” I said primly, and adjusted the hem of my shirt.

      “Really? Because you’d parked and then you were staring at the back of my truck like it was dripping with Ben and Jerry’s.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Puh-lease. Can we go inside already?”

      Dylan unlocked the front door and swept his arm to the side, letting me go in first. “Whatever the lady wants.”

      When I snorted, I heard him laugh. Then I tripped on the door frame, squeaking when Dylan grabbed my waist, and my nose was roughly three inches from his hardwood floor.

      “You okay?” He pulled me back up and rubbed his hands on my upper arms.

      I sniffed. “Oh sure. Peachy.”

      He let Leonidas out, and I smacked my forehead. Of course, I’d trip on my way into his house for our middle of the night booty call. Because I couldn’t possibly let him forget that I was a klutz. I’m sure the women who dated Dylan in the past had shiny hair and invisible pores and actual boobs that filled more than a small B cup. Me? I almost get a concussion just by walking in the door.

      The slider from the backyard opened and Dylan was praising the puppy, who was wiggling against Dylan’s chest.

      “You know, you shouldn’t carry him all the time. He can walk. And it’s good for him.”

      Dylan saluted me and deposited Leonidas on the floor. The puppy loped over to me, and I crouched, ruffling his golden-brown fur.

      “He’s getting big,” I remarked, patting his warm belly.

      “Gained eleven pounds since I got him.” Dylan sounded like a proud dad, and I grinned up at him. His eyes flipped down to my mouth, and I felt my smile drop.

      “So,” I said nervously, smoothing a hand down my pants while I stood. “What should we watch?”

      He didn’t answer right away, just watched me while I walked around him toward the entertainment center. I plopped on the floor and opened one cabinet door. Then I looked back him. Then back at the cupboard.

      “You have like … nothing in here.”

      Dylan shrugged, falling back onto the couch that he’d bought the week before. “I’ve never had a ton of extra time to just sit and watch movies.”

      “But,” I shook my head, “you have like four in here. That’s it. How…”

      He chuckled, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees. I wondered if he knew what that did to his biceps, rounding them up against the sleeve of his shirt.

      “I have five, Sprite. Braveheart because it’s the best. The Office, seasons one, two and three, because it’s the best show in the world, and Cinderella Man for the same reason as Braveheart. I get everything I need from those five cases.”

      “Well,” I said skeptically, eyeing the cases for a few seconds. “I guess we’re going funny tonight.”

      Dylan popped in season two of The Office while I made some grilled cheese sandwiches with the meager offerings from his fridge. Occasionally, I’d catch him looking over at me while I flipped the bread on the griddle. He never said anything, so I’d just smile and keep cooking. I made four sandwiches, in case Dylan was as hungry as I was when I finished working.

      I’d just finished drawing a doodly heart of ketchup on the top of my first sandwich when he came up behind me, settling a hand on my shoulder. It was still my first reaction to tense up when someone did that, but it only took one breath before I reminded myself that it was Dylan. He laughed about my ketchup design, and I elbowed him in the stomach.

      When we’d finished the second episode and all four grilled cheeses, I looked over at him where he sat on the opposite end of the couch.

      “It’s almost three,” I commented.

      He lifted his eyebrows. “It would seem so. You tired?”

      “Not really. You?”

      “Never am after a closing shift. I usually need a couple hours to decompress before I go to bed.”

      My insides tightened, thrumming at a different pace as soon as he said the words go to bed. I wasn’t entirely positive how this would work. Would we be occasional make-out buddies? Were there specific bases that friends aimed for?

      Sometimes, over the last two weeks especially, I’d catch myself watching him. I’d watch and wonder if he really thought he could maintain emotional distance between us. Not because I was so amazing or anything—I usually fit into the cute and quirky category before anything else—but because he just seemed like the kind of guy who had Relationships. With a capital R. A capital R relationship involved sweet gestures and public statements of dual-ownership, gifts and holidays and families.

      No, sir. I wanted none of that. I was surviving without any of it, and doing quite well, thank you very much. But he didn’t seem the kind of guy who would be content with casual. He came from a large, tight-knit family, with plenty of examples of good relationships. It made me wonder, again, what he was doing with me. Why he’d want to settle for this, when he’d probably have a girlfriend in two seconds, if he wanted one.

      Dylan smoothed a hand up my leg and I shifted to face him, raising an eyebrow in question.

      “I asked you something.”

      “Ha. Oops,” I said with a sheepish grin. “Sorry. What was it?”

      “I asked if you were excited to be able to go to bed at a normal time.”

      My eyes wandered down to his mouth, and I set my plate on the coffee table, then took his off of his lap and did the same. He smiled, even though I hadn’t answered his question, settling back onto the couch. I shifted to my knees on the middle cushion, then tipped my chin. “So, we said we could act on … stuff now, right?”

      “You have some feelings that need to manifest?”

      With two fingers, I plucked at the front of his t-shirt. “I want to see you.”

      “Are you objectifying me?” he asked in mock horror, but sat up. The saying bated breath took on a whole new meaning as I watched Dylan grab his shirt with one hand, from the back, in that ridiculous way that men do it. My breath was really, really bated while he pulled his shirt forward and over his head, tossing it at me before I could even get a really good look.

      I swiped the warm, Dylan-scented shirt away from my face, and then heard myself laugh. I didn’t mean to; it was totally unconscious. His eyebrows lifted for a moment, then he narrowed his eyes at me. That made me fall backwards and laugh even harder. Like when you’re in church and shouldn’t be laughing, but that makes you laugh even harder.

      I couldn’t help it. He was so perfect that the only thing I could do, because I was me, was laugh. He had crossed his arms over his chest, his wide, broad, magnificent chest and kept watching me.

      When I finally caught my breath, I sat up and traced my eyes over everything I could see. He had a small stretch of dark chest hair over his pecs, and then a thin line leading down into his jeans. Underneath his folded arms, the straight, muscled slab of his stomach made me breathe a little bit quicker.

      “You done yet?” he asked in a rough voice that made me close my eyes.

      I nodded, shifting forward so I could settle on his lap. By the time I swung my leg on the other side of him, his large hands settled onto my hips. Very lightly, I rested my hands on his shoulders while he arranged me.

      Don’t act like a virgin, don’t act like a virgin, I chanted in my head when I felt him hard underneath me. Like, hard. So I took a deep breath, and met his eyes while I traced over his shoulder muscles, down his biceps and then back up. When my hand smoothed over his heart, the thrashing underneath my palm took me by surprise.

      Dylan smoothed his hands up my back, underneath the thin layer of my shirt.

      “You know,” I said, watching my hands trace along his tanned skin, “I think that this may have been the greatest idea I’ve ever had.”

      He drew me in, giving me slow, sweet kisses. It felt like he was figuring out what I tasted like, and he couldn’t make up his mind.

      “I agree,” he replied, his voice dark and low.

      “Are we gonna do it now?”

      “Not right now, Sprite. Let’s work our way up to it.”

      Naturally, I pouted. Then he laughed, pulling me into his chest, where I happily snuggled in for the next few hours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

        Dylan

      

    
    
      When my phone rang, I didn’t even look at the screen. I’d only been asleep for about three hours by that point, given that Kat had stayed over until almost five a.m. watching The Office, occasionally kissing, but mostly driving me insane with the heated looks that she’d skim over my body.

      “Hullo?”

      “Are you sick?” My sister, Casey, bellowed into my ear and I pulled the phone away, digging my face into my pillow.

      “No, but I think I’m deaf now.”

      “Big baby. Whatcha doin’?”

      “Well, I was sleeping.”

      She laughed, and I heard shuffling in the background. “Still? Oh, you probably worked late, huh?”

      Work until 12:30 a.m., go to bed at 5:02 a.m.—probably not a time breakdown that she needed to know. I clicked the button and put speakerphone on, tossing it on the pillow next to my head.

      “Uh-huh. What’s up?” I rolled to my back, covering my face with one hand and petting Leonidas’s head with the other while he stretched along my side.

      “Welllllll, I was thinking that maybe you need to actually use your guest room for something.”

      “I use it now. It does very well holding all the boxes I don’t feel like unpacking.”

      “Oh! I can help with that. I think I’m nesting a few months early.”

      That made me smile. Casey was the most anal retentive person I’d ever met, everything color-coded, alphabetized and labeled. She’d been nesting her entire life. “You think I want you to come visit me?”

      “Oh, I expected you to say no to me. But you can’t say no to me and Mom.”

      The groan that I let out made Leonidas pop his head up, then he rested it on my stomach, watching me with oddly perceptive dark brown eyes. When I pinched the corner of one of his floppy ears with my thumb and forefinger, he turned his head to give me a playful nip.

      “I’ve barely been gone for two months. I mean, I expected that me moving would upend your world, but this is excessive even for you.”

      Even as I said it, I wasn’t sure she’d be able to tell that it actually warmed me immensely that they wanted to visit already. They were all so busy, everyone’s lives so full of things; I didn’t think anyone would venture west for at least six months, maybe even waiting for me to come home for a holiday first.

      “Please? Come on.”

      “I’m rolling my eyes right now,” I said, my hand still covering them and blocking out the eastern sun that filtered through my window. “You’re begging me when you full well know that I’m not going to tell you no.”

      She squealed, and the pitch of her voice made Leonidas tilt his head to the side.

      “Oh yay! Jake doesn’t want me flying anywhere or going more than one hour away from my hospital at all during my third trimester, so I need to go now.”

      “Yeah, I’m surprised Army Man is letting you out of his sight now that you’re carrying his undoubtedly strong offspring.”

      “Oh, he’s going to be gone for two weeks for some training thing now that he’s been promoted to Captain. Mom and I are looking to go during one of those weekends.”

      I scratched the side of my chest. “When is that?”

      “He leaves in a month, so hopefully tickets aren’t crazy expensive.”

      “Who’s going to watch Remy?” Jake’s German Shepherd was one of the most badass dogs I’d ever met, and I looked down at Leonidas where he was gnawing on the corner of my white bedsheet and shook my head.

      “Dad said he would.”

      “Dad’s not going to come?” I asked the question easily enough, but I couldn’t help but feel a tiny stab of disappointment that he might not want to come. All three of my brothers lived near my parents, so he’d never had to travel to see them, but the cynical part of me said that if it was any one of them, he’d have come. Which wasn’t fair, I knew it, but I’d just always felt the tiniest bit of separation between me and my parents, compared to the twins and Tate.

      “If we can find a good price on tickets, he might. I didn’t really ask beyond that. Maybe he thinks it’ll be more fun for Mom and I to travel together. Girls’ trip.”

      “Oh sure,” I said dryly. “Just my favorite way to spend the weekend.”

      “Zip it. Speaking of women…”

      I grabbed for the phone. “Okay, I’m hanging up now. Bye.”

      Casey laughed and I felt a pang, realizing how much I missed her. She was living such a big part of her life right now, and I wasn’t there. I’d always been there for her, and it was glaringly obvious that she didn’t need me.

      “Stop. I’m kidding. Only I’m not, if there’s anything you want to tell me.”

      Maybe it was bad, but it hadn’t crossed my mind to tell her about Kat. Not because Kat wasn’t important to me—she was. She’d quickly become my favorite person to be around since moving to Colorado. And since the majority of the time I’d spent with her so far had just been as friends, I felt like I still wanted to guard whatever we’d become now. Not keep it a secret, so much, but protect it.

      If Casey sunk her claws into my friendship with Kat, especially now that she was coming to visit, I knew Kat well enough by now to know that she’d run—hard and fast. And she’d never look back.

      “No women to speak of, at least not what you’re asking for. I’ve made some friends, thanks to Garrett and work, but that’s it.”

      “Hmmph. Boring.”

      “Sorry to disappoint.”

      “Yeah well, that’s nothing new.” Casey said something, obviously cupping the speaker of the phone. “Okay, I gotta go. I’ll email you if Mom and I book some tickets.”

      “So I can go back to sleep now?”

      “Yes,” she sighed. “Bye, big brother.”

      “Uh huh.” I clicked on the screen to hang up the call and rolled over into my pillow.

      I’d just started falling back asleep when the alarm went off on my phone. I grabbed it, feeling groggy all over again and cursed when I saw the reminder for a therapy appointment for Leonidas in an hour.

      Kat had wanted to try hydrotherapy for him, use it to help strengthen some of his back muscles when walking normally. We’d scheduled it over a week ago, when I wasn’t allowed to touch or kiss her, so I knew this would be an interesting appointment.

      Forty-five minutes later, Leonidas was poking his head out of the open passenger window, his fur flying around his face and his tongue lolling out of his head. I took a sip from the travel coffee cup from the console, wincing when I burned my tongue on the bitter liquid.

      I hooked Leonidas’s leash onto his collar, forcing myself to not pick him up, to let him do his awkward little gallop across the empty parking lot. What the hell had I been thinking scheduling an appointment at ten o’clock in the morning?

      But walking into the clinic helped, because the sight of Kat wearing men’s board shorts and a skin-tight, bright blue tank top over them was enough to perk me up.

      “Nice outfit. I think I have the same swim trunks.”

      She rolled her eyes, mixing some creamer into her cup of coffee. “We wear them when we’re doing therapy in the tank. It’s not like I could wear my bikini bottoms.”

      I leaned in, taking great satisfaction from the shudder that went through her when I tucked a messy piece of hair behind her ear.

      “What color bikini bottoms?”

      Kat smacked me in the stomach and walked through the gate into the main area. I waved at Glinda, and actively ignored the way she narrowed her eyes at me and Kat.

      Leonidas and I followed Kat through a glass door that housed a small length of track, almost like a treadmill with clear walls and an entrance at the back part. With efficient movements that spoke of experience, Kat grabbed something that looked like a doggy life vest, strapping it around Leonidas’s belly and tightening the straps. He sniffed at it furiously, trying to turn in circles to investigate it.

      “Should I help?” I asked, feeling a little helpless while she fluttered around the room. She hadn’t really met my eyes since I arrived. I couldn’t help but wonder if having me here, in her work place now that we’d become something else, disconcerted her the way it had me.

      “Nope,” she pointed to the corner of the room. “You can take a seat there and just watch.”

      With a whistle and some snaps of her fingers, she encouraged Leonidas to walk through a hinged door and up onto the treadmill. After he’d sniffed around, she hopped in with him, and latched the door behind her. While she held onto his leash with one hand, she leaned forward to the panel at the front of the apparatus and clicked some buttons.

      The treadmill started at a slow pace, and Leonidas stumbled only once before he figured it out. Then water slowly started filling the tank. It tripped him up at first, his nose sniffing at the water around his paws as it raised in height. Soon he was up to his chest, the buoyancy from the water allowing him to walk pretty normally, since it supported the under-side of his belly, and the life-jacket thingy held him up in the water.

      Kat grinned at him from where she had her feet perched on either side of the treadmill in the water. It lapped at her knees, and Leonidas’s tail started whipping back and forth in the water the more she increased the speed of the treadmill.

      “Walking like this,” she explained, drawing her hand down in a line parallel to his back, “he’s using his muscles differently that he usually does. Because his chest, shoulders and hips don’t usually line up this way, line up straight.”

      “Makes sense,” I said with no small sense of awe. “This is really amazing, Kat. Thank you.”

      For the first time all morning, she met my eyes. Her gaze was so direct, but I could see more than a tinge of vulnerability. “Don’t thank me.” She shrugged. “I didn’t come up with this thing.”

      “No, but you’re really great at your job. And that helps me. It’s not like I know what I’m doing.”

      She shrugged again, obviously uncomfortable with my praise. But maybe she hadn’t had much of that. Ever. A teacher or two at school, Bill at the bar. But I knew well enough now that she didn’t really have friends, and definitely didn’t have family.

      And it shamed me a little, knowing that I’d had an opportunity to talk about her to Casey, to tell my sister about this smart, funny and kind woman that I’d befriended. And whatever else she might be at the moment.

      “You know,” I said slowly, watching her face carefully, “I talked to my sister this morning. And I think she and my mom are going to be coming out for a visit in a month or so.”

      “Oh.” She looked around the room before coming back to me. “That’s nice.”

      She hit a few buttons and the water started receding. I waited until she’d finished unhooking Leonidas and grabbed a few towels. She still hadn’t looked at me, but I took one of the towels from her and started wiping down Leonidas, who was panting happily.

      “So would you want to meet them?”

      Kat froze, then started wiping off her legs with fast, mechanical movements. “I don’t have to. I wouldn’t want to intrude on family time.”

      Then she left the room. It wasn’t fair to feel frustrated, because I knew there’d been a chance that she’d freak out. But I didn’t expect her to completely shut me down. Once Leonidas was fairly dry, I hooked up his leash and walked to our usual exam room. I stopped briefly when a black and gray cat wheeled by. Really, his back legs, or where his back legs should be, were resting on a small car, and he used his front legs to propel himself forward.

      I looked down and Leonidas was watching it too, with a tilted head.

      “Okay, boy, let’s go see if we can’t fix whatever we just screwed up.”

      His face lifted when I spoke to him, and I could almost see in his eyes, We? Buddy, this is all you.

      Kat was in the exam room, studying a clipboard like her life depended on it. For a second, she glanced up at me, but then shifted her face back down to the papers in her hands. “Oh, he’s done. You can go check out with Glinda to schedule his next appointment. Just tell her to add in an extra thirty minutes on his normal time so we can do hydrotherapy at the same time as his checkup.”

      “Kat,” I started, but she held up a hand. It went against my nature, but I closed my mouth and waited.

      “I know I don’t have normal reactions to things. I know that. But I don’t really know how to do the family thing. I mean, you saw me when I met Anna. She’s perfectly nice, and when confronted with a beautiful woman who knows how to coordinate her outfits, I become this mute bitch person. I don’t … I don’t want to do that with your family.”

      More than anything, I wanted to wrap her up in my arms and just … hold her close. But how did you explain to someone who’d never experienced it that your family would instantly accept and probably love her? You didn’t. She’d never believe me, she’d just have to meet them and figure it out for herself.

      The only thing that might make her feel better was if I was honest. But I still thought for a second before I answered. “I think you probably know how to do the family thing better than you realize. I mean, what do you think you’ve been doing with me and the guys the last couple months?”

      Kat didn’t say anything, but she let out a deep breath and then turned to me. “That’s not the same and you know it.”

      I smiled. “I know. But it was a nice try, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes. But I can’t help that my first reaction to meeting your family is abject terror, Dylan. Like, I’m having a hard time standing here right now because that’s what you want of me.”

      “I’ve felt terror about Casey, too. Don’t worry. She threatened to kill me with a curling iron once.”

      It had the desired effect, because Kat’s mouth relaxed into a tiny smile. “Can we just wait? See how I feel when they’re here?”

      “Of course,” I replied quickly, feeling a wave of relief that she wasn’t shutting me down completely. But her face was still so pale and her pulse was pounding under the translucent skin of her neck. She just may have been serious when she used the word terror.

      I eased my hand across her shoulder blades and started pulling her into my chest, but she braced a hand over my heart. “No. Not here.”

      Even though I nodded and gave her an easy smile when I pulled my arm back, the prick of disappointment that I felt at the wall she’d shoved between us couldn’t be helped.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, keeping her eyes trained onto the floor. “I just … not here, please? It’s not that I don’t want to, or—”

      “It’s fine, Kat. I understand.”

      Her grateful smile helped. But the entirety of how her background affected her was finally becoming clearer. And I was pretty sure in that moment that I was out of my depth completely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

        Kat

      

    
    
      Seeing Dylan sprawled on my couch was freaking weird. He was so big, the way his arm was slung along the back, his long legs braced on the coffee table that I could barely reach with my own feet.

      And there I sat on the other end, my hands knotted in my lap, not paying the slightest bit of attention to what he’d put on the TV. Definitely part of my discomfort was that fact that we were actually at my place. That so rarely happened, but my car had been acting up, so he agreed to come over.

      But seeing him so comfortable in my space was only part of it. My snappish behavior at the clinic a couple days earlier ran on an endless track in my brain, and I couldn’t stop it no matter how much I wanted to. It was a weird thing, to know that I was being legit crazy about his request to meet his mom and sister, about the fact that I all but freaked out when he tried to hug me in public, but not be able to do anything about it.

      Like I wasn’t stronger than my unconscious reactions. That made me look down at my lap, with a twinge of shame that pinched at my stomach. When Dylan dropped his hand off the back of the couch to gently push at my shoulder, I pasted a smile on my face and shifted to face him.

      “Can I ask you something, Sprite?”

      “Of course.”

      Tapping his thumb on the remote, he lowered the volume on the TV and I got inexplicably nervous. “I shouldn’t have tried to hug you at the clinic, huh?”

      While I was mildly surprised that he didn’t bring up the visit first, I tried to keep my face neutral, though it was probably bright red. “I don’t know. Maybe not.”

      He laughed easily. “Well, that clears it up.”

      “Hey,” I said with a slight edge and his smile smoothed out a touch, “I can’t help it that public displays make me twitchy. And this is new for me. I don’t know what the rules are.”

      “I don’t either. So don’t grope you at work, no problem.” He crossed his arms over his chest, looking completely unfazed by my prickliness.

      “You shouldn’t grope me anywhere,” I mumbled, not really meaning it. And he could tell by the way he turned and caged me into my seat with his thick, muscled arms on either side of me.

      “No?” He dropped a kiss to my collarbone and I sighed.

      “It’s not a nice word. Groping doesn’t sound like something I’d enjoy.”

      “Okay,” he said, pulling back a little, and I tried not to whimper. Then he dragged the tip of one finger up along the line of my neck, tracing the bud of my ear. “What about touching? Does that sound better?”

      “You’re evil,” I moaned, fisting two hands into his shirt and yanking him back down on top of me. But he held his mouth away from mine, his blue eyes dancing with a playful light that he wore effortlessly. “How am I supposed to tell you my boundaries when you’re doing this?”

      The tip of his tongue followed the edge of my jaw and my hips tilted up like he’d yanked on a string that was twisted around my bones. The sharp edges of his teeth caught my skin and tugged.

      “So I shouldn’t do this in front of other people?”

      “No,” I snapped, gripping the sides of his face and trying to turn his mouth toward mine. But damn him, he chuckled into my neck and resisted my advances like he was swatting away a gnat.

      “Do you want me to ignore you in front of the guys? Act like you don’t melt like sugar on my tongue?”

      “I …” My brain stalled completely when he sucked on my neck. “I don’t know. Don’t ignore me. But …”

      “But?” One of his huge, calloused hands smoothed up my side and traced the edges of my ribs, arching my back up so that my breasts pressed against him.

      My head was swimming and I sank away from him, trying to make sense of the fact that we were having an important conversation. Right now. I couldn’t even remember what my opinion was on cheese at the given moment, let alone whether I was ready for the guys to know about us.

      “But,” I said haltingly, bracing a hand on his chest so that I knew he was paying attention to me, and he was. There was a smile in his eyes, but he was looking. I smiled back. “But no, I’m not ready for the whole group to know about … this.”

      Dylan pulled in a deep breath and it made his chest expand, the front of our shirts touching again. Just that tiny point of contact was enough to start my heart racing again. He nodded and I pushed up, forcing him backward. When I swung a leg over his lap, he got with the program real quick.

      Good boy.

      I writhed in place until I was settled over his strong legs, and the small circles of my hips made him grasp my thighs so tightly that I moaned.

      “You are killing me, woman,” he said in a rough, scraping voice.

      “Will you kiss me now?” I whispered, our lips touching with my words because we were so close.

      We both moved, angling our heads and meeting in the middle. His tongue pushed into my mouth and I sucked on it, eliciting a tortured groan from deep within his chest.

      Note to self: Dylan enjoys the tongue-sucking.

      I’d never felt sexy in my life, not once. But wrapped around Dylan like I was, feeling the effect that I was having on him, I wouldn’t have been surprised if my entire body was covered in flames.

      Then two things happened at once to totally kill my mojo.

      
        	Dylan slid a hand inside my thigh, edging his fingers beyond the hem of my shorts, like, an inch from the Promised Land.

        	My brain shut off.

      

      “I’m totally a virgin,” I blurted out. His eyes popped open and stared into mine. Then he blinked a few times, breathing heavily into my mouth. And I didn’t stop there. Oh no. “Yeah, I’m a virgin. And I thought you should know before anything gets inserted there and you’re like, whoa, this hoohah is very inexperienced.”

      His face stayed frozen in that shocked mask for another breath, then he started laughing. A big, delighted, purely amused laugh that came from deep within his belly. I might have been embarrassed, but he wrapped his arms around me and held me so tightly that I could barely breathe. So I snuggled in and let his laugh vibrate through me.

      After another minute, he quieted down and pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “I’m glad you told me.”

      I pulled back and wrinkled my nose at him. “I didn’t do it because I wanted to stop. I was just … being honest.”

      His eyes tracked over my face and settled on my mouth before he dipped forward to kiss me again. It was a soothing kiss, not one that was meant to amp me back up or divest me of my clothes. Me and my stupid mouth.

      “I know we don’t have to stop, but we’re also not trying to win a race, right?”

      I growled a little and he leaned forward to take my bottom lip between his teeth. The small bite was enough to silence me, and he looked all too pleased by it when he settled back on the couch. His hands smoothed over my hips and up my back, a fluid motion that he didn’t stop until I relaxed.

      “I’m not trying to be a saint, Kat, trust me.” He lifted an eyebrow and then looked down at his lap, which made me laugh, because yeah. He wasn’t. “But I don’t mind waiting.”

      “Waiting for what?” I whined. Only a little. Like, a womanly, mature sounding whine.

      “Until you can let me touch you there without jumping a foot in the air and yelling out the status of your sexual experience.” He kissed me again, moving his hands up to tangle in my hair. “And maybe you’ll learn that waiting can be fun too. There’s so many things we can do in the meantime.”

      I swooned. Just a little. “Yeah?”

      Dylan nodded, his lips brushing against mine. “All those benefits we haven’t explored yet.”

      My skin tightened at the low, husky tone of his voice. “Which ones?”

      With one hand, he pushed my shoulder until I was laying back on the couch. He braced above me and slowly pushed up the hem of my shirt. When he scooched down and settled with his shoulders in between my legs, I stopped breathing. I don’t know why, but I covered my eyes with my hand and focused on what I could smell and feel and hear.

      His breathing deepened when he smelled the skin around my belly button.

      “This is one of them,” he whispered. Then his tongue dragged in the shape of a heart on my stomach and I laughed. “And I know the answer to my question now.”

      “What question is that?” I groaned.

      “You definitely do taste as good you smell.” And then he pulled my shirt up further and kept his taste-test going until I could barely breathe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

        Dylan

      

    
    
      “So,” Garrett said in between wolfish bites of the sandwich he’d made.

      “Could you chew with your mouth closed, please?”

      He rolled his eyes. “So are you and Kat going to hold hands during the poker game?”

      When I threw a wadded-up napkin at him, it bounced off his forehead and didn’t slow his chewing at all. “Am I going to regret telling you about our little arrangement?”

      “Most likely. She gonna be here soon?”

      “Yeah.” I tipped my head back and stared up at the ceiling. “Don’t make it a thing, okay? It’ll freak her out.”

      “If she can’t talk about it, maybe she shouldn’t be doing it. Did that ever occur to you?”

      He was obviously prepared for me to lift my head and glare at him, because he already had his middle finger up when I did it. “We’re not doing it.”

      “Not yet,” he said with a meaningful glance. “Don’t even deny that you’ve thought about it.”

      “I’m not denying it.” We’d only seen each other once in the last week, and she’d been a little reserved. The thing with my family obviously freaked her out more than I realized. She hadn’t been rude or even stand-offish, but I could tell she was holding herself back from me. Maybe not physically, but the wall was there between us nonetheless. But despite her reservations, even if they didn’t seem completely justified to me, of course I was thinking about it. I wasn’t dead. And Kat was driving me crazy in a way that I was wholly unprepared for.

      “Okay, so can you explain to me how what you’re doing isn’t actually dating? The whole thing doesn’t make sense to me.”

      “That’s because you have the IQ of a rock.”

      Garrett flipped his middle finger up at me again. “Can’t answer the question, Steadman?”

      With a groan, I leaned back against the counter. “It’s not that I can’t answer it, I just don’t see why I should have to. You already know I don’t want a serious relationship. Not only did I just move here, but man, you of anyone else remember the luck I had with girlfriends.”

      He nodded with wide eyes. “Bitches. All of them.”

      “They weren’t bitches, Garrett, they just wanted more than I could give them. And it gets old really fast to constantly feel like you can’t measure up to what a woman expects of you on a daily basis. I don’t want to have that hanging over my head when I’m starting over in this brand new place in my life. It’s the perfect arrangement for us, because believe me, she wants a relationship even less than I do.”

      He lifted his eyebrows briefly. “Why don’t you want the guys to know?”

      “It’s not that I want to hide it, but what would I say? Hey guys, neither Kat or I want a relationship, we’re just using each other.” I shot him a look. “Not only does that sound horrible, but they’d kick my ass, probably blame me for anything that went wrong.”

      “Probably,” Garrett said with a nod. But his face looked strangely sympathetic. “We like her, you know? She’s kind of our little mascot. And if you do something dick-ish, she’d stop coming around. Then we’d have to vote you off the island.”

      I rolled my eyes, but stopped when I saw how serious Garrett looked. The sound of Kat’s car roaring down the street halted our conversation. “I’m not going to do anything to her. It’s a lot more likely that she’ll end pushing me away, honestly.”

      He looked completely unconvinced. “Yeah, because you’ll do something dick-ish. You’ll get it in your thick head that the rules will change. I just think this a stupid idea in general.”

      “We’re adults, dude. Calm down.”

      Garrett held his hands up in concession and went to open the door for Kat after she knocked. She smiled up at him, then her eyes searched me out immediately. My heart expanded on a thick beat at the way her smile softened. This wasn’t distant Kat tonight, she looked like my Kat again.

      My Kat.

      The thought unnerved me, because she wasn’t really my Kat. I was just … borrowing snippets of her time.

      “Hey,” she said as she slid onto the couch, kicking at my foot where it was resting on the coffee table.

      “How was your day, dear?”

      Kat snickered, wrapping her arms around the throw pillow she’d hauled into her lap. “Good. We had a pot-belly pig come in today. His name is Rufus.”

      “Interesting.”

      “I think I want one.”

      I tilted my head. “A pig?”

      “I know.” She deflated, like I’d told her no. “I’m pretty sure my landlord would evict me if he ever found out.”

      “Yeah, maybe wait until you own your own place before you get a pet swine.”

      She glanced over at me and was about to answer when Michael and Tristan burst through the door, followed closely by Cole. They were arguing about the Broncos salary cap like it was the key to world peace.

      Tristan flung his hands in the air and bit out a curse when Cole said they should’ve let go of some defensive players to make room in the salary cap for a better quarterback. Kat and I traded a glance, because Tristan was easily the least demonstrative of the group. He kept to himself, only spoke when absolutely necessary and didn’t really offer his opinions until you specifically asked him to.

      Then he stalked over to the couch and fell backwards onto the cushions, glaring over at his brother and Cole.

      “You don’t agree, huh?” Kat asked, the picture of innocence. Even batting her eyelashes at him. Tristan took a deep breath and then stared up at the ceiling.

      “Nope.” Just one word, one syllable. Of course. I shook my head when he didn’t offer anything else. Kat started laughing, which made Tristan’s face ease into a reluctant smile. She had that effect on all of the guys, honestly. Which meant Garrett was right. If I screwed it up and pissed her off, they were just as likely to keep her around over me.

      We started our poker game, Kat blatantly cheating by peering over my shoulder when she’d get up for a drink of water. I tried angling my cards in when she returned to her seat, but she just snaked her hand down and lifted my arm by the wrist so she could see.

      “What the hell?” Michael grumbled. “Someone take her chips away.”

      Garrett snorted and threw two more chips into the pile. “Please, like Dylan will do anything to stop her. If she wanted to dye his hair pink, he’d hand her the color with a smile on his face.”

      I whipped my head over to him, giving him a warning look, but he wasn’t paying me a single speck of attention. Thankfully, it seemed, the guys weren’t giving him any more attention than that. But when I looked over at Kat’s face, her eyes were huge and her mouth set in a thin, unamused line.

      We hadn’t precisely discussed whether the guys should know or not, but it didn’t surprise me that she’d hate if they did. Making our arrangement common knowledge probably ranked somewhere beneath her hatred of public displays of affection (as I discovered at Leonidas’s appointment the other day). It shouldn’t have bothered me, that she’d pushed away like that, but it kinda did. I certainly didn’t expect her to make-out with me on the poker table or anything, but if I felt like grabbing her hand, I should be able to.

      The game continued, and I took a chance and slid my hand over Kat’s bare thigh, but she tensed immediately. She didn’t move her leg away, but her face bloomed with color and her shoulders and arms went rigid. And her eyes practically breathed fire when she looked over at me.

      Garrett chuckled, and I looked over. He was staring right at my arm where it disappeared under the table. Then he muttered under his breath, “Such a stupid idea.”

      Suddenly Kat’s chair shoved back from the table and she marched around to where Garrett sat. He grinned at her until she snatched his ear with her hand and yanked him to standing.

      “Ow, what the hell, Perry? Let go of my ear!”

      The four of us left at the table gaped while Kat marched straight to the slider leading into Garrett’s backyard, dragging the six-two man behind her and never letting go of the hold she had on his ear. His bellowed curses muted after she pulled him into the backyard, only letting go of him long enough to slam the slider shut behind her.

      “Is anyone else confused?” Cole asked. Michael and Tristan raised their hands. I just slumped in my chair.

      “One of us should probably go check. Make sure she doesn’t rip his ear off,” Michael asked after taking a long swallow from his beer. “Actually, maybe we should wait. He deserves it, I’m sure.”

      I was just about to offer to go out there when Kat whipped the door open again and pointed a shaking finger at me. “You. Get your ass out here.”

      “I’ll go,” I said, standing quickly before one of them decided to press the issue.

      By the time I quietly opened the slider, I could hear their muted voices.

      “I’ve never seen you mad before, Sprite. It’s kinda awesome. If you hadn’t turned to violence.”

      “I’m not mad,” she huffed. “I just don’t understand why you can’t keep your mouth shut.”

      I turned the corner to find Garrett leaning up against his house, cradling the side of his head with one hand. He glared at me. “Thanks for showing up now. You couldn’t have stopped her before?”

      “He couldn’t have stopped me,” Kat snapped. “You think it’s one big joke, but it’s not at all humorous to me that you’re using my business to try and be funny. How would you like it if I aired your private stuff even though I knew you didn’t want anyone to know about it?”

      I tucked my hands into the back pockets of my jeans and rocked on my heels. Kat didn’t mean her statements as darts, but nevertheless, each one landed with precision somewhere in the region of my chest. Because it felt like she was embarrassed. Of me.

      Garrett rolled his eyes. “Geez. Sorry. I didn’t think you’d get so pissy.”

      “Hey,” I said in a hard voice. “Don’t call her pissy. And that’s a pathetic excuse for an apology, Garrett.”

      “Oh,” she said on a laugh, making bullet-eyes at me. Like, if she was physically capable, she would be shooting them at me with her eyeballs. “He’s not the only one who’s going to need to apologize, Mr. Grabby Hands.”

      He straightened from the side of the house, giving me a stern look and then set his hands on Kat’s shoulders. “Katharina, my darling, I truly never meant to offend you. You two are just so damn cute that I can’t keep my mouth shut.” Kat narrowed her eyes and I shook my head. But Garrett dogged along. “Would you please accept my sincerest apology? I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but I’ll beg for it all the same. I am your humble slave until it’s been granted to me.”

      Unbelievable. Honestly, I never questioned why he was single. Kat held the glare longer than I expected, but after a few seconds, her lips curved up to one side. “Fine. I’d rather forgive you than have to deal with you as my slave. Just keep your mouth shut, okay?”

      Garrett glanced over at me and I kept my face even. It was more difficult than I expected, because I thought maybe she’d say something like, just don’t say anything for now. Or I’m not ready for everyone to know. But she’d effectively slammed the door shut on either of those possibilities. I clenched my hands into fists when Garrett walked back into the house, and when Kat made no move to go back in the house, I grabbed her hand and pulled her in front of me.

      “Hey,” I said gently. “I’m sorry.”

      “What are you sorry for, Dylan? I need to hear it.”

      Shit. I hadn’t expected that she’d need specifics. With the hand that wasn’t holding hers, I scratched the side of my cheek. “Umm …”

      “You weren’t capable of respecting my boundaries for even one night after we talked about this. One night, Dylan. I told you that public displays make me twitchy.”

      “A public display?” Instead of dropping her hand like she probably wanted me to, I weaved my fingers through hers, fighting against the defensiveness that was swelling up in my blood. “Kat, I touched your leg for five seconds. And not once in our conversation did you talk about how you expected me to act around the guys.”

      She was chewing on the inside of her cheeks, eyes darting around, landing on anything except me. “I hate it when you’re sort of right. It pisses me off.”

      “Sorry?”

      Finally, her mahogany eyes met mine, and I saw the softening in them. “You should be.”

      Even though the sentiment made me want to crack a tiny smile, I couldn’t help but feel a little unbalanced. How was this the same woman who asked me to strip off my shirt so she could feel my skin under her hands? Who straddled my lap and scratched my scalp while we traded deep, soul-sucking kisses?

      “You’ll always keep me on my toes, won’t you?” The question was purely rhetorical, because I’d never intended to give her time to answer. I stamped my mouth over hers, gripping my hand into the short, disheveled hair that always tumbled around her face. She squeaked in surprise, but clamped her hands on my waist and met the sweeping motions of my tongue with answering ones of her own.

      I walked us backward until her back met the house and wrapped my other arm around her back. She tore her mouth away and gasped for breath. I kissed the angle of her jaw.

      “Dylan,” she whispered. “They’re just inside.”

      “And they can’t see us. That’s what you’re worried about, right?” My voice was harsh, but much milder than the pounding frustration I was feeling in my body. “Do you want me to stop? Do you want us to stop?”

      Kat hesitated, but ran her hand along the length of my arm, scratching her nails lightly on my skin. Her eyes were pinched shut, so I dropped kisses on each. They flipped open in surprise when I pulled back. As close as we were, and with how the bright the sun was behind me, I could see flecks of green in her irises that I’d never noticed. Deep forest green among the brown, and they gazed at me with heat and anger and a little bit of wonder.

      “All you have to do is say the word, and I will.” I kissed one side of her mouth, then the other. “Are you asking me to stop, Kat?”

      I was drowning in her eyes while I waited, and my heart seemed to halt in my chest. Then she shook her head. Her hands snaked around the back of my neck, and I dove in again, taking deeper and deeper kisses from her, like I could suck the air from her lungs if I tried hard enough.

      The sharp points of her nails dug into my skin, and I pressed against her more fully. Everything faded, and it must have for her too, because all I could hear was the rushing blood in my ears and all I could feel was the softness of her lips—the wet slide of her tongue and the smooth skin of her waist where I’d pushed my hand under her shirt.

      Drugged. I felt drugged.

      Like everything was fuzzy and more clear than it had ever been, all at the same time. My thumb made tiny circles around her belly button; the flat, toned skin of her stomach like silk under my hand. She laughed into my mouth and I pulled back.

      “Ticklish?”

      “I guess. I never knew that I was.”

      The statement could have sobered me, if I wasn’t fully immersed in how she felt wrapped around me. Nobody had ever tickled her before. And she was trusting me enough for all of this. The enormity of that made me feel like such an ass for being upset earlier. If she needed to go slow, be careful of who knew about us, then I could be man enough to respect that.

      My hand smoothed up her stomach and felt along the edge of her bra before pushing up underneath it. Her smile faded, her cheeks pinked and her eyelids fluttered closed. Her flesh was so warm, the perfect size for my hands. Kat was so small, but the subtle curves pressed against my palm made me feel like I was about to snap, right there against the side of Garrett’s house.

      Reality filtered in, the sounds of cars driving down the street and the brightness of sun made me pull my head back, slowly drop my hand back down to her waist. My head fell to the curve of her neck, and we just stood there, breathing.

      “We should probably go back in,” I said, and she laughed softly at the grumpy tone in my voice.

      “Yeah.” But instead of pushing me away, Kat cupped the sides of my face with her hands. “Hey. I know I freak out sometimes. But … don’t give up on me. Okay?”

      I touched my forehead to hers, swallowing back the rush of emotion at the small sound of her voice when she said it. That’s all she’d ever been used to. People moving on, leaving her behind without a single backward glance.

      “Never.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

        Kat

      

    
    
      You know, this whole endeavor with Dylan must have been totally making me mature. Because we’d hung out twice in the last two weeks, and sort of erred on the friendly side of friends with benefits.

      Okay. Fine. I had my period the second time, so there was not going to be any action happening. But we watched a couple more movies, given that he’d caved to my nagging and gotten a Netflix subscription at my request.

      But despite how much I’d grown as a woman or whatever, I still needed to talk to him about this whole … family visit thing. So I invited him to my place, like I was getting him to my power base so I’d have more courage to bring it up with him. That made him sound like the villain, and I was the ailing hero who needed to draw strength from his weapons, but of course, Dylan was no villain. He just didn’t understand the terror I felt at the thought of being dropped into his Norman Rockwell painting of a family.

      Because they had to be like that. They just couldn’t be anything but perfect, considering how well-adjusted he was.

      I was wiping down the kitchen counters when the buzzer sounded. Leaning over, I pushed the button to let him in and then did the last section of the counter before he made it to my door. Since I hadn’t locked it, he walked right in, but gave me a nasty look as he did.

      “Geez,” I mumbled. “Nice to see you too.”

      “Why isn’t your door locked?” I straightened because he actually sounded mad at me. So naturally, when I started smiling, he scowled even more. “Why are you smiling? This isn’t funny, Kat.”

      Then I started laughing and he tilted his head back in frustration. Because he wasn’t looking at me, he didn’t see me walk up to him. When my hands slid up his chest, he dropped his head, a softer look in his eyes. It only took him a moment to wrap his hands around my waist and exhale heavily.

      “I don’t think it’s funny,” I said. “But I think your protective man temper tantrums are sort of adorable.”

      “As long as they’re so adorable that you always lock your door when you come home, then fine. I’ll take it.” He dropped a kiss on the side of my neck and pulled back to look into my kitchen. “What, you’re not making me dinner?”

      When I snickered, he smiled. We both knew that I did not love to cook, and so if I was making him dinner, it was highly likely that it would be mac and cheese or something. We made our way to my couch, since watching stuff together just kinda ended up as our thing.

      Dylan was scrolling through my DVD collection, which was about fifty times bigger than his and rolled his eyes at my alphabetized Julia Roberts section. Since he seemed like he was in a good mood, I decided to test the waters.

      “So, your mom and sister are going to be here like, next week, right?”

      He hummed, flicking his eyes at me and then returning to the movies. “Yeah, they get in next Friday.”

      “Is it okay if I ask you something that might sound a little … weird?”

      His hands stilled and he turned to face me, a curious expression in his eyes. “Of course.”

      Twisting my hands in the hem of my dress, I licked my lips before saying anything else. “I don’t have any experience interacting with normal functioning families, which you know. And I know you said that me hanging out with the guys is like a family, but Dylan, it’s not the same.” I paused, finally meeting his eyes and he nodded. “When you asked me if I could meet them? My entire body felt like you’d dropped me in ice. That’s how terrified I am of meeting them, of trying to pretend like I know anything about how to act around a family.”

      His eyes fell closed and he pulled in a deep breath, and when he opened them, I saw a hint of the pity that he had never directed at me before. “I’m not going to pretend like I understand, because I don’t. But what I do know is that my mom and my sister are great people. They’re nice and funny and they’d love to meet you.”

      “But why?” I pressed a hand to my chest. “Trust me, I’m not asking so you can give me false praise, but Dylan, why do you want me to meet them so badly?”

      The way he looked at me, he was really thinking about how he wanted to answer me. Even though my skin was practically crawling with the need to hear why, I appreciated him being thoughtful about it.

      “Let me ask a question first,” he said hesitantly, and I nodded. “If we’d never kissed, had never done any of the things that we’ve done in the last month or so, and I asked you to meet them, would you still feel the same way?”

      “Yes.” Such an easy question. And the way Dylan smiled unraveled a little bit of the tension I’d been carrying around when I had prepared myself for the conversation.

      “Okay. So what freaks you out? That they won’t like you?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Aren’t I supposed to be leading this conversation?”

      With the sweep of his hand, he gave me the floor back.

      “Families, especially good ones, are like …” I hesitated, searching for a good example. “They’re like celebrities to me. I’ve heard of them, seen pictures, maybe I’ve even met a few of them. But I wouldn’t have the slightest clue how to act around them or understand what their life is like. Does that make sense?”

      “Yeah,” he said slowly. “Yeah, it does. You feel separated from them.”

      “Exactly.” I sighed in relief. What a smart boy. “And while good families may not freak everyone out, they freak me out. And because they’re such a big deal? I’m really trying to figure out why you want to throw me in the mix. It doesn’t make sense to me.”

      Dylan watched me for a few beats, processing what I’d just told him. And see? Obviously maturing because I couldn’t usually articulate my thoughts so tidily. He got up off the floor in front of my entertainment center and came to sit by me on the couch.

      “So, I have a big family. I’m one of five kids, so it was pretty much always chaos growing up.” He paused and glanced over at me, like he was gauging my current level of crazy. Which was a legitimate concern for him, I guess. “There was such a big gap in our ages, I mean, the twins were like ten when Casey was born. Which meant that there was always something new starting. New sports teams and weekend activities, then high school and college, different jobs, and my parents wanted to know it all.” Then he smiled, and my heart ratcheted up a notch, imagining what that life must have been like. “They wanted to know what we liked and what we didn’t, who our friends were, and what was bothering us. So you can imagine that this move, even though I’m in my thirties, was a huge deal for them. Nobody in our family has ever moved this far away. Ever.”

      “What a rebel you are,” I teased, leaning in and pushing my shoulder against his.

      “Exactly. But even though they were all a little miffed that I was doing something so drastic, my parents want to know what my life is like here. They want to know what’s important to me.” With easy, comfortable movements, he grabbed my legs and positioned them in his lap, making sure that I was facing him. One hand smoothed up my left leg, and hello, good thing I’d shaved that morning. “Kat, even if I’d never touched you in any other way but as a friend, you are one of the most important people in my life since I’ve moved here. I’m not saying I wouldn’t have been happy here if I’d never gotten to know you— “

      “Gee thanks,” I drawled, but felt my stomach flip nonetheless. Nobody ever spoke to me the way that Dylan did. He just … he just showed me what was in his head and in his heart. It started pushing my feelings into a category that I wasn’t positive I was ready for, but his candor made it almost impossible to stop.

      At my sarcastic interruption, he grinned and leaned forward to lay a soft kiss on my mouth. “But I’m so much happier because I do. And that has nothing to do with our little arrangement. I’d want them to meet you because you’re a part of my life. It’s as simple as that.”

      “Simple as that,” I repeated, marveling at his ability to make it sound so easy. I was important, and therefore, they’d care to know me. So freaking weird. But also, a little hot, that he was explaining it to me like that. That I was an important piece of his Colorado life, no matter what benefits I was offering up in his direction. So I nodded. I could do it. I’d probably freak the hell out when the time actually came, but I could do it. “Then I’d love to meet them.”

      His answering smile was so wonderfully happy, so transparent in how my agreement affected him, that I couldn’t help but smile back. “That makes me very happy, Kat.”

      “Mmm, maybe I should have made you mac and cheese after all. You’d have no idea what to do with how accommodating I’m being tonight.”

      His hands gripped my waist, tickling my sides, and I pealed with laughter. “Oh, I could think of something.”

      With a smile still on my face, he went in for a kiss. It was fast and sloppy, and I loved it. Like his emotions were running so rampant that he couldn’t maintain his usual perfect kissing technique. I moaned into his mouth when he bit at my bottom lip, fisting my hands in his shirt and pulling him with me as I lay back on the couch.

      “You know,” I murmured between kisses, “I may not see you before they get here.”

      “Why are you bringing them up now?” He licked up the side of my neck, grinning when I started fidgeting underneath him.

      “I just mean, I’ll have to share you the next time I see you. I don’t usually have to do that.”

      “No, I suppose you don’t.”

      While I held his eye contact, I worked my hands around his back and smoothed up the expanse of hot skin and shifting muscle. “I should probably make sure we get our fill tonight.”

      His head pulled back and he searched my face. “Yeah?”

      I nodded, biting my bottom lip, which made his eyes darken imperceptibly. And when I shimmied my hands under my dress to pull my underwear off, he started shaking his head.

      “What on earth am I going to do with you?”

      “I can think of a few things,” I whispered into his mouth, then moved up to his ear, so I could tell him exactly what those few things were.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

        Kat

      

    
    
      “Honey, if you concentrate any harder on that, your brain will start bleeding.”

      At the sound of Glinda’s voice, I pulled my hands off the keyboard and shook my fingers out. There was no way I could admit this, but she was right, of course. Updating patient files was not my strong suit, so when I’d thrown myself into it this morning, Glinda was naturally a little suspicious.

      She couldn’t know, though, that in about four hours and seventeen minutes, I’d be driving over to Dylan’s house to—gulp —meet his mom and sister. Because I was so well-versed in how to have polite interactions with sane, balanced, loving families.

      I’d only had one truly kind foster family. Or, they were kind in comparison to the rest of them. If I thought hard enough, I could probably even remember the exact day that I moved in with them. I’d just turned seven, and the foster home that I’d been leaving had let me have a second glass of milk at dinner for my birthday. A small one, but a refill nonetheless.

      And when I showed up at the Teller’s house, they had tied a shiny pink Mylar balloon in the shape of a flower to the post of the bed that was to be mine. It wasn’t a happy birthday balloon, and it may not have even been purchased for me, but I remember lying in bed and staring up at it, thinking that it was the prettiest thing I’d ever seen.

      Given that one probably-a-hand-me-down balloon was one of the best memories that I had from my childhood was precisely why thinking about Dylan’s family just about gave me hives.

      “Honey?”

      I looked over at Glinda, who was peering over the bright red rims of her glasses, concern etched into her lined face. “Yeah?”

      “You okay?”

      “Just tired,” I lied, with a small smile to soften it. Glinda was one of the hardest people to hold at arm’s length. Maybe because she was older and we worked with such a small number of people, it was harder to get lost in the shuffle like I had at the Divide. It was probably wrong to be so harsh about my own generation, but I identified with someone like Glinda, a baby boomer, much more than I did with other people my age, the millennials. I wasn’t on social media, because I genuinely didn’t think anyone would care to see what I thought or what I ate for dinner, or whether I could capture my ‘good side’ with eighty selfies a day. I didn’t feel the need to prove myself with wealth or career success.

      I just wanted to be happy, live a simple, uncomplicated life that didn’t depend on someone else to provide me with that happiness. I wasn’t special, I didn’t stand out in a crowd and I had no intention of wowing people to the point that they never forgot me. That wasn’t insecurity, it was simple fact.

      Well, maybe a little insecurity.

      And I swear, on days like that one, where I felt like I was wearing my ill-at-ease feelings like a badge on my chest, it was as if Glinda could see all of them in a single blink of her blue eyes. That at the end of the day, I still wasn’t sure where I fit in.

      She glanced down at her desk, the appointment book open in front of her computer. “Did Mr. Blue Eyes have an appointment with someone else last week?”

      I kept my face trained at the screen in front of me. “Yup. Leonidas did hydrotherapy with Molly.”

      Molly was the other vet tech who’d just started a few weeks ago. We hadn’t worked together much, but she seemed nice enough. She was also happily married, which shouldn’t have been important. But even I could admit that even though I had no desire for a serious relationship with Dylan, shoving him in front of a beautiful and unattached woman would have been trying.

      Glinda hummed, and I felt her eyes burning a hole in my skin. She stayed that way for a couple more minutes before I swiveled the stool around so I faced her. “Can I help you?”

      “You go out with that boy?”

      Damn the fair skin I’d been born with, I felt my cheeks redden. “No.”

      “Well somethin’s got a bee in your bonnet.”

      When I rolled my eyes at her southern-ism, which she was prone to spouting as soon as someone had a personal problem, Glinda clucked her tongue at me.

      “No bees, no bonnets,” I insisted and she raised one grayed eyebrow. I shook my head. “I’m just … just a little nervous.”

      The way Glinda’s face lit up at my honest statement was enough to make me feel like a giant shit-heel.

      “What for, sweetie?”

      I rolled my lips in over my teeth and let the words roll around in my mouth before I let them out. “Before you freak out, he and I are just friends, Glinda.” I waited for her to nod before I continued. “His sister and mom are visiting this weekend, and he wants me to go over there to meet them.”

      Glinda blinked. I raised my eyebrows.

      “Tonight, Glinda. He wants me to meet them tonight.”

      “Okaaaaay. That’s a bad thing?”

      I threw my hands up and stood from the stool, pacing through the open area. “It’s … it’s a crazy thing! I don’t know how to meet families. You know, who asks to introduce me to their family? No one. No one asks me.”

      “I introduced you to my daughter,” Glinda pointed out.

      I scoffed. “That’s not the same.”

      Then she looked annoyed and I gulped all over again. “Is it now?”

      “Well,” I hedged, “kinda. You introduced your daughter because I happened to be here. You would have done that for anyone.”

      Glinda’s face softened, just a touch, and the sadness in her eyes made me twitchy. “If I told you that you were about as happy as a dead pig in the sunshine, would you know what I meant?”

      I tilted my head. “What do you think?”

      “Would that pig feel the sun on him? Or if it were rainin’?

      “No.”

      “You are blind, sweetie. You don’t see what’s around you. And it’s not my place to lecture you on it, but being ignorant of what’s going on right in front of your pretty little face, whether by choice or not, is beneath you. You’re smarter than that.” Glinda stood, straightening the cup of pens on the counter. “I told my daughter to come in here so she could meet the people I work with. The people I like very much. And you’re one of those people. Whether you see it or not isn’t on me. So I don’t care whether you’re friends or lovers or whatever, but if he thinks you merit a meeting with his family? Then go, be yourself and be content knowing that he wants you there.”

      Dylan had told me all of this. But as days passed, and the ticking clock of doom was constantly going off in my head, it was so easy to forget exactly what he’d said. I sank back down into the stool, my whole face and chest hot with embarrassment. Embarrassment and a healthy dose of humble pie. The frigid sweep of mortification didn’t help either, but it couldn’t really ever be easy to have someone tell you that you’re completely oblivious. And I wish it helped that she was admitting she cared for me, that in some small way, I was important in her life, but it didn’t.

      Okay. It helped a little. Because when I looked back up at her, she immediately left her desk and swept me into a hug. The round softness of her body felt like she’d draped a warm cloak around me, and I hugged her back.

      “Just be yourself,” Glinda said again. Then she sniffed. “And maybe shower before you go. You smell like wet dog.”
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* * *

      “Come on,” I whispered, tapping the bottom of my steering wheel. “Come on, Dylan. Pick up.”

      The phone rang three more times in my ear, and just as I was about to hang up, I heard his out-of-breath voice. “Kat, hey.”

      “Hi.”

      He laughed. “What’s up? Are you still coming over?”

      I mean, I was parked at a Walgreens two minutes from his house, calling to make sure he still wanted me there like the total freakazoid I was.

      “Yeah.” I blew out a breath and caught my eye in the rearview mirror. “I’m on my way actually.”

      “Oh. Great. What’s up?”

      Behind the dark lenses of my sunglasses, I pinched my eyes shut and inhaled through my nose. “You’re sure you want me to come over? We’ve only seen each other like once in the last two weeks and I was surfing the crimson wave so it wasn’t like I could be, you know, friendly or anything. And if you were just inviting me to be nice, I can just stay home and it’ll be just fine.”

      “Kat,” Dylan interjected with a firm voice and I smacked a palm against my forehead, “we already talked about this. Just take a deep breath.”

      “If I breathe any more deeply than I have been, I’ll pass out.”

      His answering deep chuckle made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck, and little goosebumps pop up on my arm. “We don’t want that, do we?”

      “Probably not.” I shifted in my seat when he didn’t respond right away. In the background, I could hear feminine laughter. It faded when the sound of a door clicking shut came through the phone.

      “So you’re driving right now?”

      “Not technically.” Silence. I imagined him giving me that look that made his forehead all crinkly and adorable and hot. “I pulled into a Walgreens so I could freak out without the threat of causing an accident.”

      “Fair enough. What’s the freak-out?”

      “You know,” I groaned. “I have social anxiety.”

      “No, you don’t. You just hate meeting new people.”

      “Bah. Who asked you?”

      “Kat, just turn the keys and get your ass over here. There’s no fancy dinner or huge group of people. It’s just the three of us, and Garrett may stop over later.”

      Relief swamped me. Garrett would make it less let’s-all-sit-and-rate-the-new-girl. So I set my jaw and nodded, fully aware that he couldn’t see me. “Okay. I’ll be there in three minutes.”

      He started laughing again and when the sound made me want to kiss the snot out of him, a horrible, terrible thought crossed my mind.

      “Dylan, you better promise me that you won’t look at me funny.”

      “Well, I’d be happy to. But how will I know if I’m doing that?”

      I looked heavenward. “If you look at me and think about the fact that our tongues have touched and you put your hand on my boobs and underneath my skirt a couple times, then you’re probably looking at me funny. None of that tonight.”

      “Yes, ma’am. No tongues, no boobs.”

      Well, when he said it like that. “I mean, just not around them. If they leave the room you can you look at me like that,” I amended. “Or the next time we see each other. Tongues and boobs are fully allowed. Oh my gosh, I’m hanging up so I stop talking.”

      I tossed my phone into the passenger seat like it held every single ounce of my dorkdom, which really could not be contained into one small piece of plastic, but whatever. And by the time I swung my car down Dylan’s street, my nerves had only settled a tiny bit.

      I knew Glinda was right—in my head I knew that she was right. But it was also in my head that these two women couldn’t possibly want to meet me if they thought I was just a girl that happened to be a friend. Didn’t well-meaning moms always want to marry off their single sons? Would I walk in the room and immediately be rated on my child-bearing hips? Which I did not have, for the record. In fact, a kid may get stuck down there on its way out.

      I choked on a crazed laugh on my way up to the front door, imagining a tiny baby lodged in my hoohah because my hips were too narrow, when Dylan pulled the door open for me. He had a wide, sparkling white smile, the deep rivets of his dimple and the laugh lines around his eyes making me stomach go flippy.

      Maybe I was the one who should have promised not to look at him funny. Like I didn’t know what his big, calloused hand felt like over the top of my bra or that he gave the most perfectly deep, wet kiss.

      “Kat?”

      “Yeah, yup, hi.”

      His eyes warmed at my choppy greeting, and that actually did do lovely, settling things to my anxiety. Then it promptly went away when his sister walked up next to him. Because she was gorgeous. Tall and leggy with wavy, dark brown hair that was legitimately flowy and shit. Her eyes were the exact same color as Dylan’s, and while her face looked happy enough to see me, I could barely tear my gaze from her perfectly adorable baby bump that she was resting a hand on top of.

      “Oh yay, you’re here,” she said, smacking Dylan in the stomach. “You gonna let her in or what?”

      Dylan rolled his eyes and moved back, lifting his hand like he was going to place it on my back when I walked in, but it froze in midair and then dropped back to his side. “Casey, this is Kat. Kat, Casey.”

      I went to hold my hand out when she made a tsking sound at me and leaned over to wrap me in a huge, tight hug that was very full of baby belly. Also, I quite literally meant leaned over as I was probably six inches shorter than her and she basically had to fold her body in half to hug me. Not awkward at all.

      When I gave her back a few quick pats, Dylan winked at me.

      “It’s so nice to meet you,” Casey gushed when she pulled back. She kept her hands on my upper arms and her eyes went from the tippy top of my head down to my feet. “And this dress is adorbs. Where’d you get it?”

      I tugged at the royal blue hem and shrugged. “Target?” Ahh yes, my first words spoken in the presence of his gorgeous family. And that word was Target. Stab me now, honestly.

      It only got better when his mom, Marie as she insisted I call her, came down the hall and greeted with me just as much warmth and kindness as her daughter. She was much shorter than both Dylan and Casey, with a chin-length bob of dark brown hair that was liberally streaked with gray. Her eyes were the same shade as her hair, and her smile was more reserved than the other two, but something about her made me feel a bit more comfortable.

      I stammered my way around meeting her and pretty much collapsed around Leonidas when he greeted me. When I pressed my nose into the side of his neck after scooping him in my arms, I caught Marie looking at me with avid interest in her dark eyes.

      But, I mean, she wasn’t looking at my hips and sneering, so I suppose that was a win. True to his word on the phone earlier, Dylan kept things very casual. He grilled burgers and we ate sitting in his still quite sparse family room, Leonidas moving from one person to the next while we chatted.

      Well, they chatted. I listened and stared at my hamburger like it was offering me a million bucks and unlimited pedicures. And as much as I wanted to believe that Casey might somehow be stuck-up or rude because of how freaking beautiful she was, she just wasn’t. More than once, she made me laugh telling stories about her military husband and their German Shepherd. She was funny and gregarious, much like her older brother, who teased her from across the room.

      Marie and I ended up as the bystanders to their easy banter, but it seemed to me that it was a natural role for her. Whatever pang I had in my heart watching Dylan and Garrett interact that first night I came over turned into a rusty, jagged sword sliding slowly through my heart watching him with his sister and mother.

      It was so easy. I’d never witnessed anything so effortless in my life, which wasn’t exactly saying anything considering I hadn’t even lived for a quarter century, but still. It didn’t seem real, that and I had to admit that there was a part of me that wished it wasn’t. That this kind of relationship was a farce, a mask put on in front of an audience.

      “So, Kat,” Casey said, putting a halt to my rambling inner monologue. “You should probably tell us what kind of boss Dylan is. He never really tells us anything about work.”

      I smiled down at my lap again, shaking my head a little. “He’s okay, I guess.”

      Dylan rolled his eyes when Casey laughed. Then he chucked a pillow at her and we all laughed. But she simply set it next to her and smiled at me again. “Oh come on, you’ve got to give me more than that.”

      “He’s,” I risked a quick glance over at him, and the look on his face made me feel like a pinned butterfly in a display case. He was studying me so intently, more than I’ve had my hand on your boob, but like my answer meant a great deal to him. “Dylan is a wonderful boss. Everyone respects him. Trusts him. And that’s a big deal. Not everyone in the restaurant industry is like that, so I think we all knew how lucky we were.”

      Marie set a hand on my shoulder. “Well, you certainly know just what to say to make a mother proud, sweetheart.”

      I stood before I’d given the action any rational thought. Something about her hand settling on me, the warmth behind the gesture made my body instantly tense into fight or flight. And it wasn’t like I thought any of them would hurt me, but it just all felt like too much.

      Leonidas followed me when I bolted for the slider, and thankfully I had the presence of mind not to slam the door shut on his little tail. By the time I sank into the hot, green grass, my heart was thrumming so fast that I couldn’t believe I hadn’t passed out. Every inch of my skin was tingling and cold, the panic I felt at Marie’s hand on my skin just now catching up with the rest of me.

      Like he could sense something was wrong with me, Leonidas stretched his head along the length of my leg and sprawled out next to me, his warm weight on my skin feeling like the only thing keeping me pinned to the ground. My fingers weaved through the coarse, reddish hair on the puppy’s side and I felt my heart rate slow. So naturally, because I’d just calmed down, Casey chose that precise moment to come outside.

      “Do you mind if I join you?”

      I gave her as big of a smile as I could manage, which roughly translated to one side of my mouth lifting about a half an inch. “Of course not.”

      She dragged a patio chair over by me and sat with ease, stretching her long legs out with a groan. “I swear; these babies are going to kill me before this pregnancy is over.”

      “Babies?” It was probably the one topic we hadn’t broached since I walked through the door.

      She nodded, smoothing a hand over the slope of her stomach. “Twin girls. My husband, Jake, just about passed out at the twenty-week ultrasound. It shouldn’t have surprised him so much. Besides me, all the Steadmans have done is create boys. Go figure that the one girl in the family is adding two more at the same time.”

      I smiled, a little bit more naturally this time, because when the focus wasn’t on me, I felt much less like I was going to lose consciousness. “Congratulations.”

      Casey hummed, a contented smile covering her face. “Thank you. It’s hard to imagine meeting these little people that have been kicking at me and stepping on my bladder. But I can’t wait.”

      I blinked at the hot pressure behind my eyes. Kids weren’t something I ever let myself think about. I’d never felt that maternal tug, never thought about what being a mother might feel like. Never thought about what my mother might have felt when she carried me. Had she cupped her stomach and smiled down like Casey just did? Loving the unseen parts of her as if they were something she could touch and feel?

      “You know, it’s wonderful seeing Dylan so settled,” Casey said and I blinked up at her. The transition was jarring for me, but then again, Casey had no possible idea that I was on a path that could only make me spiral down to somewhere very depressing and icky, which is what usually happened if I thought about having kids. Or not having them as I always assumed would be the case. “The last few months in Michigan, he definitely didn’t look like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “Happy,” she said easily. Something in my heart swelled, the unease that I’d felt around Casey earlier was gone the second she said it. It wasn’t logical, that now I’d finally feel okay around her. “At home, he was always doing something for everyone else, you know?”

      I nodded, but I didn’t know, of course.

      “He was always Dylan, the brother. Dylan, the uncle. Dylan, the son. No matter what was going on, it was like he constantly looked for places where he could step up and do something for the rest of us, fix something that we may not have even known needed fixing. I used to joke with him that it was his White Knight Syndrome, but in the last day that I’ve been here, I feel like I’m seeing Dylan again.”

      She smiled at me. It was a kind smile, with no pretense or motive. She probably came outside because I’d freaked out when her mom said something nice to me, and because I was friends/make-out buddies with her brother, she was keeping our conversation to common ground.

      Unfortunately for Casey, her topic hit a little too close to home. The prickles were back on my skin, but my face was hot. Because all I could repeat in my head was one of the sentences that she’d casually thrown into the middle; constantly looked for places where he could step up, fix something that we may not have even known needed fixing. His White Knight Syndrome.

      My breath came out of my mouth in rough bursts, and I didn’t even care that Casey could probably hear. That cleared it up for me.

      It wasn’t like I wanted to think it. But if it were true, I thought between panting breaths, it would make a whole helluva lot of sense.

      He was trying to fix me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Two

        

        Dylan

      

    
    
      “Night, brother,” Casey said, giving me an exhausted smile before she closed the door into the guest room that she and my mom were sharing. As soon as it clicked shut behind her, I expelled a heavy breath.

      Not that I would deny my family if they wanted to keep hanging out, but I was so damn glad they were both tired enough to want to go to sleep early, given that their bodies were on Michigan time.

      Ever since Kat had made a hasty and quite reserved exit, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was really, very wrong. She’d given hugs to both my mom and Casey, but had only flicked her eyes in my direction once before fleeing to her car.

      And the look in her eyes had been like she reared back with a sledgehammer and never once hesitated to swing it straight into my gut. So, color me confused, right? I wasn’t one of those idiot guys who could never admit when they’d done wrong. But in the two hours since she’d left, no matter how much I wracked my brain, I couldn’t figure it out.

      Casey was no help. She wouldn’t tell me a damn thing that they’d talked about, simply rolling her eyes and saying it was girl stuff. Maybe if she’d given me a little background information, I’d know whether to give Kat some space, or push a bit.

      When I pulled my phone out and started texting her, it only briefly occurred to me that even two weeks ago, I wouldn’t have hesitated to give her some space. But today, there was something. Something different.

      I had known it the moment I’d opened the door and saw her wringing her hands and trying desperately to pretend like she wasn’t terrified just by being there. The feeling that had lit my chest up was scary, exciting, and then back to scary again.

      
        Me: Are you home? Would you mind if I came over?

        

        Kat: No.

        

        Kat: I mean, yes I mind if you come over.

        

        Me: But you’re home?

        

        Kat: I’m about to go to bed.

        

        Me: You never go to bed before eleven. I’ll be there in fifteen.

        

        Kat: DYLAN. I’m going to bed.

      

      I winced as soon as I read it, but the cold panic that ripped through my veins at her obvious annoyance toward me only ratcheted my need to see what I’d done. See how I could fix it.

      My phone chimed again, but I decided that it would be better to plead ignorance when I got there, so I shoved it in my pocket. Why, no, Kat. I didn’t see your response threatening to castrate me if I came over. No lie, all truth. And most everyone said I was a shit liar, so that should work in my favor. The alert went off on my phone four more times by the time I’d started up my truck.

      “Keep texting away, Sprite. It can’t help you now.”

      The drive went fast, probably because I was doing roughly twenty over the entire time, but I wouldn’t put it past Kat to shimmy out the back window just as I was pulling into the parking lot. By the time I slammed my truck door shut and pressed the button for her intercom, my veins were humming. Any one of her hang-ups might have come to a head today, and she’d asked me not to give up on her if she freaked out. So there I was, giving her exactly what the hell she’d asked for.

      My thumb pressed the button one more time, holding it down a little longer when she didn’t answer the first two. Finally, she picked up.

      “Go home, Dylan,” her voice crackled through the speaker.

      “Let me in. Please? I just want to talk to you.” I braced my hands on either side of the tan, plastic speaker box, letting my head drop down in between my arms. At least she hadn’t run, I kept thinking over and over while I waited for her to respond.

      She did—not verbally—but the buzz of her unlocking the door snapped me from the wall. I snatched the door handle before she could change her mind, practically sprinting to her door. The fact that she didn’t open it for me almost made me laugh. She was making me work for every inch, and I had to respect that. So I took a deep breath and politely knocked on the cheap wood door of her apartment.

      By the time she turned the knob, I’d counted to twenty-seven in my head. But when I saw her face, the smile dropped off of mine. Her hair was a mess, like she’d been running her hands through it and the circles of red on her cheeks was in stark contrast to the rest of her pale face.

      “What?” she snapped, not moving back to let me in. Honestly, her anger felt like such a palpable thing that I was surprised that I wasn’t rocked back on my heels. It was new. She’d been scared with me before, nervous, and definitely agitated. But anger was definitely new.

      “Can I come in, please?”

      Kat rolled her lips over her teeth while she stared at me, finally giving me a tiny nod and stepping back.

      I risked a small smile at her. She, however, did not smile back. So I took a deep breath and gestured at the couch. “Can we sit?”

      “No.”

      “Okay. Can I sit? You can stand if you’d like.”

      “No.”

      I swiped a hand over my mouth. “Come on, Kat, cut me some slack here. I have no damn clue what you’re mad about right now, and I’d like to figure that out. But you’re not exactly making it easy on me.”

      “Who said I was mad?” Her voice was clipped, and her arms were wrapped so tightly around her petite frame that I almost laughed. But the hard light in her eyes killed it in my throat, thankfully. She’d probably nut-punch me if I laughed at her right now.

      “Nobody said you were mad, but even though I’m a man, I’m perceptive enough to know when someone is looking at me like they’d like to poke my eyes out,” I said carefully.

      Kat shifted, only loosening her arms a tiny bit, but her eyes flicked away from me. I took a step closer to her, that panic at wondering whether she was about to bolt from me starting to hum through my veins again. She was standing right in front of me, but I knew she wanted to run.

      When I got too close, she held up a hand and I immediately complied, lifting my arms out in concession.

      “What happened, Kat?” I pleaded with her, not even caring that my voice sounded desperate and edgy. When she swallowed and pinched her eyes shut, I dug my hands in my hair. Don’t push, don’t push, don’t push, I chanted in my head.

      “Are you trying to fix me?” she asked, eyes still shut. Her voice was firm, but her body language looked like she was a breath away from completely imploding. I heard her, of course, but the question didn’t really register.

      “Am I, what?”

      Then her green-flecked, brown eyes lasered in on me, pinning me in place. “Are you trying to fix me? Some little pet project because you’re bored?”

      “No, Kat, of course not.” My body felt cold, my heart tripping over itself in my chest. “Why are you even asking me that?”

      “It doesn’t matter. But I’m not going to be around you if you’re just looking at me like a … a charity case.”

      “Kat,” I said helplessly, feeling her slip away from me, right before my eyes. She was so closed off, her eyes hard despite the tremulous way she ended her sentence.

      “I don’t know why I thought this was a good idea,” she said, looking around the room, like I wasn’t even there. The panic fled and anger filled its place.

      “Don’t do that,” I snapped. “Don’t disregard what I’m telling you. You think I’m lying to you? That all I’ve done in the last three months was because I pity you? That’s such bullshit, Kat, and you know it.”

      The self-containment that she’d wrapped around herself like an armor finally cracked. She blinked rapidly and her breath picked up. “I don’t know that. How could I? It never made sense.”

      “What? You and I? Who didn’t it make sense to? It made pretty perfect sense to me.”

      She scoffed. “There’s no you and I, Dylan. We’re friends. It was all the other stuff that confused the issue.”

      I shook my head, taking a careful step in her direction. I couldn’t help my immediate need to go caveman on her ass. Pick her up and throw her over my shoulder and convince her that none of it had been a bad idea. But it would backfire. She’d probably never speak to me again if I pushed in that way.

      So with painfully slow movements, I slid my hands up her upper arms, relishing the toned muscle and the firm skin under my fingers. Kat was shaking, but she didn’t pull away. I only stopped when my hands were cupping her neck, the thin straps of her bright blue dress teasing the side of my hands.

      I used my thumbs on the underside of her jaw to tilt her head so that she had no choice but to look at me. “Kat,” I whispered, brushing against the impossibly soft skin under my fingers. “It never confused anything for me. Because I’ve always wanted you. I still want you, even when you freak out about something that isn’t true.”

      The look in her eyes slayed me, absolutely slayed me. Punched a hole in my heart, stabbed through my ribs, however you wanted to say it. I never wanted her to doubt, never wanted her to hurt. If I could stand just like this and protect her from anything she needed me to, I’d never leave her side. If I could make that look appear in her eyes every day, the look that said she actually believed me, I’d do it with every fiber of my being.

      That revelation, that certainty swept through my whole body, leaving only a warm, unsettled feeling that didn’t scare me in the slightest. Maybe this was what everyone felt like when they took that last, stubborn step into falling in love. Or maybe it was only like that for me. But when I leaned forward and brushed my lips against hers and she sighed into my mouth, the unsettled thing was gone.

      All that was left in its place was peace. Because this was right, this was not confusing anything. At least not for me.

      Tightening my hands on her beautiful face, I tilted her head so I could sweep my tongue into her mouth, taste her more fully. She broke away after a moment.

      “Dylan, this will only make it worse for me if—”

      “If what, Kat?” I rubbed my nose against hers, smiling when her grip tightened on my arms. “I’m not playing games with you, and I’m not giving up on you when you freak out. That’s what you asked me to do, right?”

      When she wavered, I wrapped my arms around her, drawing her as close to me as I possibly could, dropping kisses over her cheeks, her forehead, the tip of her nose, the spot in between her eyebrows.

      “I don’t need to be fixed,” she whispered when my mouth was a breath away from hers. My heart. While I considered myself to be a strong man with a firm grasp on my emotions, this woman did something to my heart when she sounded so quietly stubborn like that.

      “I know you don’t,” I said back, just as softly.

      Kat sucked in a deep breath, then lifted a hand to cup the side of my face. “Then show me.”

      I pulled back enough that I could see her face more fully, even though my blood whooshed through my head at the soft, determined look in her eyes. She was young, probably too young for me, so instead of swinging her into my arms and marching down to her bed, I’d need this laid out real clearly for me.

      “Show you what?” I ran my hand over her disheveled hair, smiling when she leaned into the touch like a cat would. The hand that was on my face moved down my neck and shoulder, then over my chest and she stopped right over my heart The thump-tha-thump-tha-thump sound doubled at the pressure of her skin on mine.

      “Show me how much you want me.” The tremor of her frame belied the confidence in her words and on her face. But since I was damn near shaking myself, I certainly wasn’t going to judge her for it. Instead, I just nodded, pulling her closer so that she could feel it. Her eyes fluttered closed and she lifted her chin up to me, a plea that I’d probably never be able to refuse.

      “You’re sure?” I whispered right before I kissed her. There’d be no hesitating on my end this time, no convincing her that we could be patient. She was it for me.

      “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life, Dylan.”

      When my lips captured hers, we both groaned, our hands clutching harder and tighter than we ever had before. It was like her permission, her challenge, for me to be able to try to define physically what she did to me had snapped the cord holding me back.

      I scooped her up, both hands anchored on the curves of her butt and she immediately wound her legs around me. While I stumbled blindly down the hallway, she laughed into my mouth, trying to direct me to her room. The apartment was small, thank goodness, so when I shouldered my way into the first door, she sank herself back into the kiss.

      Under normal circumstances, Kat blushed often. But writhing underneath me as she was now, driving me to the brink of insanity with her slight curves and the greedy motions of her hands, her whole chest and neck were flushed a pretty pink.

      I shifted down so I could taste it, and the skin was hot against my lips. When she whispered my name and grabbed my face to drag me back up to her mouth, I complied instantly. The kisses we traded felt endless, deep and hot and I felt like my skin was on fire. So I lifted up off of her and stripped my shirt over my head, tossing it to the side and grinning at the way her eyes tracked over me.

      “So this is the part where I undress, right?” she said with giant, heated eyes. I laughed for a second, then stopped, shaking my head. This woman absolutely killed me.

      “I mean, I can certainly help with that.” I used my pointer finger to trace along the strap of her dress, pulling until it fell from the gentle slope of her shoulder. Her skin trembled everywhere that I touched and her chest heaved with her deep inhales. Lifting her hand, I dropped a kiss into her palm. “Nothing to be nervous about, Sprite. It’s just you and me.”

      “Well, that’s good. I certainly didn’t sign up for a group thing.”

      I smiled, marveling at her ability to make me laugh at one of the most sexually charged moments we’d had. “I won’t ever want to share you.”

      She peered up at me. “That’s a mighty big statement, mister.” We both paused, and then Kat cracked up. “That’s what she said, huh?”

      “I guess you’ll have to wait and see,” I teased, pushing her back on the bed.

      “Am I ruining this with my inappropriate humor and obvious distraction tactics?” She scrunched her nose at me, then slapped a hand over her face when I laughed.

      “You’re not ruining anything, Kat. It’s okay to be a little nervous.” I stretched out next to her. “There’s nothing you can do right now that’s wrong, I promise.”

      “Oh sure,” she mumbled, spreading her fingers so I could see her eyes in between. “Of course you’d say that. Mister perfect dimples and pecs and abs and crinkly eyes has probably slept with scores of women.”

      I kept my face straight, leaning on my elbow next to her so I could gently pull her hands away from her face. “Definitely not scores. Not even dozens. And even if I had, I’d never compare. You’re in a different league than any woman I’ve ever met.”

      Before she could respond, I leaned down and coaxed a kiss from her sweet lips. It didn’t take her long to kiss me back, reacting to me in a way that humbled me and terrified me a bit too. Obviously I’d known before that she was a virgin, but the enormity of it really started sinking in. Kat was giving something to me that I most likely didn’t deserve, but I couldn’t stop the swell of emotion in my heart.

      I undressed her slowly and carefully, dropping kisses on every inch of her skin that I uncovered. When I pulled one breast into my mouth, she dug her nails into the back of my head so hard that she probably drew blood. I didn’t care. Her movements were less slow, ripping my khaki shorts off and my boxer briefs in one quick jerk. When she laid her hands on me, I had to drop my face into her shoulder to try not to lose complete control. She was unpracticed, that was obvious, but she was so perfect that I almost wanted to cry.

      We took our time, relishing every touch and taste, bringing each other to the brink again and again until I felt like a bomb was close to detonating in every part of my body.

      “Please, Dylan,” she whispered against my mouth, the first thing either of us had spoken in long minutes. As much as I never wanted to leave that bed, I moved to grab my wallet and she stilled me with a quick movement, shaking her head and then telling me that she was on the pill. I kissed her, relishing the feel of her against me, of how small and perfect she was.

      By the time I pushed inside, we were both covered in a sheen of sweat, the lazy fan on her ceiling doing very little to cool our overheated bodies, but neither of us seemed to mind. Kat was quiet, only soft sighs and whispered endearments that quickened my pace and went straight to my heart. I curved myself around her, my arms around her head and neck so I could be as close as possible in her small bed in her small apartment.

      After, I rolled to the side, keeping one arm slung over her waist, and smiled when she traced small, dawdling circles along my wrist. Everything that I was feeling felt too big for my body, like what we’d just done, how perfect it had been, how far she’d burrowed into my heart, couldn’t be contained. And for the first time in my life, the thought of committing to one person, one woman that I wanted to settle into my day to day routine, didn’t feel like panic.

      It felt perfect.

      I was almost nodding off when Kat turned under my arm.

      “What if your mom or Casey wake up and you’re not home?”

      I grinned, leaning forward to kiss her. “I’m thirty-four, they’ll get over it.”

      “I guess.”

      “Does that mean I can stay?” My hand drifted up her spine and back down, tracing the small dimples on her lower back.

      “Friend sleepover?” she asked dryly and I tried not to wince at the label. It didn’t feel like a friends with benefits moment we’d just had, but I was too tired to disagree with her, to try and put what I was feeling into words. So I just nodded, giving her another kiss.

      “Sure. Go to sleep.”

      She didn’t though, not right away. Kat was still staring at my face when I drifted off with her wrapped in my arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Three

        

        Kat

      

    
    
      Heavy arm across my waist? Check.

      Dylan’s hot breath tickling the back of my neck? Check

      No clothes? Check, check, holy shit triple check.

      As carefully as possible, I shifted underneath the dead weight of his arm so that I could face him. Oh sure, you probably expected me to bolt, which I did too, to be honest. But when the most beautiful man I’d ever met was sleeping naked in my bed? I wanted a front row view.

      Unfortunately, as soon as I made the full turn and was inches away from his face, I immediately regretted it. Dylan I Didn’t Know His Middle Name Steadman was a work of art when he was asleep. It would not have mattered if he’d been wearing a wet suit that covered every inch of his solid, muscled body—he still would have hurt my eyes.

      The straight line of his nose pointed down to his insanely talented lips. If I’d dared, I would have traced the top lip with my finger, see if the sharp dip of his cupid’s bow was as soft against the pad of my finger as it was against my lips. But I didn’t so much as breathe deeply for fear of waking him.

      Even though the twinges of aching muscles would probably linger through my body all day, I had a sickening sensation that a night like last night would never happen again. He’d taken every expectation that I’d had, for everything, and blown the top right the hell off. Starting, of course, with his reaction to the way I’d slunk home like a little bitch. Not bitch-like bitchy or anything, but man, what a wuss I was. His sister had made one perfectly innocent comment and I took it and sank the tentacles of my deepest insecurity right into it.

      And I knew why. I didn’t want to know why, but I totally knew why. Dylan wasn’t my friend who was providing me with fun, sexy times. He was more than that. He’d wormed his way into my heart and because I was so naïve, I hadn’t even known it.

      The thought of him pitying me, of viewing me as some sort of pet project or charity case had made me want to slit my skin open just so I could pour all of the ugly feelings out of me. I wasn’t a cutter, I’d never been one, and I would never have found a sharp edge to actually do it, but the feelings bubbling and festering inside of me when I’d walked into the tiny, dark apartment felt like they were slowly overtaking my entire being.

      But he’d surprised me. Dylan reacted exactly the way I needed him to, hence the naked wake up. There was no way I’d ever let him into my pants if I didn’t trust him with my life, didn’t trust that he found me sexy and desirable and somehow worth all the trouble I was causing him.

      When Dylan shifted to his back, it made his arm sink from my waist onto his stomach. But my head was so twisted and my heart was so mangled from our night, that I couldn’t even appreciate the view he’d given me. And it was a good view, with the v-muscle and his happy trail and the solid, muscled sheet of his abs all laid out in front of me.

      I slipped from the bed, picking up my wrinkled sundress and pulling it up my body, not hassling with underwear. After I closed the door without so much as a sound, I wandered down the hallway, not even sure why I was doing it.

      “You know why, you dirty, rotten liar,” I said into the quiet room. If I stayed in bed with him, I’d eventually get the point where I’d start wondering how I’d be satisfied waking up without him. My eyes felt hot and tight, and I pressed the heels of my hands against them in a stupid, wasted effort to handle the wash of emotions rioting through me.

      I couldn’t be this cliché girl; sleep with hot guy, give him your virginity and then worry that you’re feeling something really big for him. My hands started shaking. Or maybe my hands were still and my body was shaking, but when I braced the sides of my head with my fingers, I couldn’t stay still.

      “You’ve done this before, Kat. You’ve survived with no one propping you up. You don’t need him. You don’t need anyone.” I repeated it again. I needed my own voice to remind me that I wasn’t the kind of woman who needed anyone to function. It helped, but only a little.

      When I opened my eyes, they were trained on my linen closet at the end of the hall. It was only about three feet away, just a few quick steps. I didn’t get into it very often, because I didn’t actually have many linens to keep in it. But I think the bigger reason for that was because I knew what was in there. It was up on the top shelf, and I never even glanced up there when I did open the closet. It was hard for me to reach it without standing on a chair, which is precisely why I’d shoved my file up there.

      I hated the reminder of the pathetic little girl that had been shuffled from one home to the next, probably forgotten within a day of my departure. So I never opened it. Never looked through what I might have left behind. But I needed it this morning, I thought with pretty impressive detachment.

      If I ever needed a reminder that I was stronger than whatever fleeing feelings I was having for Dylan, it was the few remnants I had left from my childhood. It had to be.

      Not really thinking about how loud I was being, I shoved one of my dining chairs over to the closet and yanked it open, standing up on it with shaking legs. I gripped the edge of the closet door so hard that I could feel splinters in my palm when I shifted my hand. The brownish-gold edge of the manila folder peeked out from underneath a ratty towel, and I took one deep breath before I grabbed it.

      With fast movements that I didn’t think I could physically manage, I jumped from the chair and slumped against the wall in the hallway, clasping the folder to my chest.

      Black spots jerked around the edges of my vision, so I took a few deep, calming breaths. It would not do for me to be passed the heck out when Dylan woke up. My head cleared and I opened the folder with surprising calm.

      There were a bunch of papers, probably reports from various foster homes, but I flicked them over, not caring in the slightest what they said. My birth certificate was in there, and I only let my eyes land on my parents’ names. Grace Anne Perry and William Robert Perry.

      My place of birth was some hospital in Nebraska that I’d never heard of, so I flipped the birth certificate over too, followed by my social security card. Behind that small piece of blue paper were two pictures, and that was it.

      I hadn’t even realized I was crying until two spots of water appeared on the edge of the folder. I let them fall unchecked, partially because I couldn’t let go of the photos long enough to wipe my face.

      The first picture was of my parents. Even without flipping it over to see what might be written on the back, I knew it was them. The sepia tone of the picture did nothing to disguise the fact that I looked almost identical to my mother, although her hair was much darker than mine. But the slope of the nose, the wide, overbearing smile in her finely-boned face was just exactly like mine. The sob I swallowed sounded horribly loud in the empty hallway, and I prayed Dylan couldn’t hear me.

      And the way my father was smiling at her, oh my heart. They loved each other. Maybe not every single day, and maybe they weren’t the perfect couple. But when I traced their faces with one shaking finger, my heart cracked completely down the middle, severing into two bloody, pulsing halves. The fact that I was seeing how much they loved each other, just by the look in their eyes, it broke something in me. This is what I had missed. I missed having this as my example. Maybe it would even have been like what Dylan saw his whole life growing up. And maybe if that had been the case, I wouldn’t be weeping into a folder that I’d been too chicken to open until now, because of precisely this. Because I was too afraid to let myself feel how much I missed them, how much their absence turned me into this terrified little creature.

      Tears dripped down my chin and neck and I struggled to breathe. So I slammed the folder shut and stumbled back up the chair, throwing the folder back where I should have kept it. I used the ratty edge of the towel and pressed it against my cheeks, swiping under my eyes to catch any remnants. Then I took another deep breath, and a sob came out on the exhale. I started climbing down from the chair, just as my bedroom door opened up behind me.

      My foot barely touched the floor when Dylan smoothed a hand up my back, coming to rest at the base of my neck. The proprietary nature of his touch made my eyelids fall shut. But I didn’t turn to face him, just walked into the kitchen with him behind me. I sniffed, taking one last swipe at my cheeks. Like he somehow wouldn’t know that I’d just ripped my own heart out.

      “So you probably need to go hang out with your family, huh?”

      He stopped at the entrance of my kitchen while I busied myself with starting a pot of coffee. I could hear his fingers tapping on the formica counter, but I still didn’t turn.

      “Eventually, yes. But I sent Casey a text before I came out, she knows I might not be home for a bit. They’ll probably go out for breakfast or do some shopping.”

      Drawing on every ounce of strength that I hoped I possibly possessed, I smoothed my face before I turned around. His eyes immediately went to my eyes and my cheeks, and his brows bunched in concern. “What happened?”

      “Got soap in my eyes when I washed my makeup off,” I lied easily, attempting a smile that failed miserably, judging by the look on his face. But he nodded, the uneasiness in his expression telling me that he very much wanted to call bullshit, but didn’t dare.

      “Why don’t you finish getting ready, and we can grab a bite to eat with them?”

      A giant pit yawned through my stomach, making the self-preservation that I carried in spades seemingly double in size. “I can’t. I have to go into the clinic.”

      “On a Saturday?”

      “Yeah.” I turned to grab a mug from the cabinet, purposely not offering him one. “We’ve got this big fundraiser coming up next month, and I promised Doctor Ramirez that I’d start working on it this weekend. I’ve got to through all of our patient files and update a few things on the mailing list. So you can leave whenever.”

      He gave me a long, considering look and my heart was pounding so hard that I could have sworn he heard it, but he just nodded. “Okay.” When he turned to leave, my stomach dropped out completely. I don’t know what I expected— what I wanted from his reaction— but getting his complete acquiescence was not it. But he made a sharp pivot and face me again. “You know, I have to admit, I saw this morning going differently.”

      “How so?” I wanted to curse at the uneven tone in my voice, but Dylan narrowed his eyes as soon as he heard it.

      “You joked about how many women I’d been with last night, but despite that fact, I actually do place a lot of meaning in what we did. It means something to me to share that with someone.”

      I clenched my teeth so that my chin didn’t quiver. “It means something to me too. But it doesn’t have to mean everything. We’re not in a relationship, Dylan. Or did you forget?”

      The blow landed exactly where I wanted it to, because his mouth dropped open and his face lost a little color. Immediately I wanted to take it back, to tell him I didn’t mean it, but my tongue shriveled up in my dry mouth. He shook his head. “Why are you pushing me away right now? You are completely disconnected from me, Kat. And that’s not you. That’s not healthy.”

      “Don’t psycho-babble me, Dylan,” I snapped, finally feeling the rush of hot anger in the place of the indifference I so badly wanted to feel. That I needed to feel toward him. “You and I agreed to something, so don’t try to put it on me when I’m just sticking with the plan.”

      Dylan was warring with himself, I could see it on his face. He was probably trying to decide whether to push, and some sick part of me wanted to see him do it. There were two parts of me battling, and it was a toss-up as to which would win. If he left without a fight, it would probably be for the best, for both of us. But if he pushed, then I knew he was willing to battle me when I was at my worst. The thought of him doing that sent a pang of longing through me that was so visceral, so tangible, that I almost stumbled backwards.

      “I’m not leaving until you tell me what the hell happened this morning,” he ground out, eyes flaming a bright blue.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Four

        

        Dylan

      

    
    
      “I mean it, Kat. I’ve got all day.”

      She tilted her chin up, and the reddened eyes and blotchy cheeks really pissed me off. Soap in her eyes, my ass. The last thing a guy wanted when he woke up in a woman’s bed—a woman who’d given him her virginity the night before—was to find her having just cried her eyes out upon waking up.

      “You think we have to talk our feelings out now?” Her eyes hardened, and it made me feel cold and panicky at how quickly she was capable of shutting down, shutting me out. “That’s not what this is, Dylan.”

      I flung my arms out. “Tell me then. Tell me what this is to you.”

      But she didn’t tell me. She showed me by whipping her dress off over her head and stalking toward me. Immediately I shook my head and backed up a step, even though my skin heated and my body reacted at the sight of her nakedness.

      When I bumped into the wall behind me, she took full advantage, sliding her hands up my chest and grabbing the sides of my face. In my head, I knew that I should resist immediately, not let her do this, cheapen it this way. But when her mouth met mine in a ferocious, wet kiss, my arms wrapped around her back and lifted her so I could get her even closer. All I could feel was miles of her soft skin, all I could taste was the anger in her kiss. Anger and a steely resolve.

      That’s what stopped me cold. As gently as I could manage, I set her away from me and pushed away from the wall to gain some distance.

      “Don’t do this,” I said, not even able to look at her for fear that my determination would fly out the window.

      “It is not my problem if you don’t like me holding up a mirror for you. We had an agreement, big guy, and I have no problem keeping it exactly the way we planned.”

      “You say that, Kat,” I glanced over my shoulder at her, but not really looking, “but to try and cheapen it, to pretend like sex is all that’s between us is bullshit and it pisses me off.”

      

      “Well, heaven forbid anything pisses you off. Do you even get mad? Or can we just add that to your list of perfect traits.”

      “I’m going to ignore that, because you damn well know I’m not perfect. You’re looking for a fight and I’m not going to give you one right now.”

      “Wanna bet?”

      It was infantile, but I wanted to jam my fingers in my ears to drown out the steely edge to her voice, which I’d never heard before. “I cannot believe you’re doing this.”

      “Doing what? That’s what this is between us, Dylan. That’s all this can ever be.”

      I whipped around at the desperate tone in her voice. Besides anger, it was the most telling thing I’d heard out of her since I left the bedroom. Kat was clutching her dress against her chest, covering herself from me. But her face was panicked and wild. So I held my hands up like I was approaching a wild animal. And wasn’t I? She’d flee the second I made a wrong move.

      “Why? Why can it only be this?” I asked carefully and quietly.

      One tear hit her cheek and I wanted to rip my heart out of my chest if it would make her feel better. “I can’t do more than this. I can’t handle it.”

      The sweet rush of clarity swept through me. Of course. It wasn’t that she didn’t want anything more, it wasn’t that at all. She’d never tried it, she had no idea whether she was capable of it. If she didn’t look so miserable, so on the edge of completely losing it, I would have been relieved.

      “I can,” I reassured her, taking one small step closer to her. “And you will figure it out. We can handle it together.”

      She shook her head so violently that my chest cracked wide-open for her, making me feel exposed in a way that I wouldn’t be shocked if I looked down and she would be able to see my veins and my throbbing heart, all calling her name as they pumped blood through me. So I opened my mouth and took the biggest risk I’d ever taken in my entire life. “I’m falling in love with you, Kat.”

      Where she stood, Kat completely froze. Her eyes, shocked and wide in her face, were pinned on me. I couldn’t even tell if she was breathing. “No, you’re not.”

      I took another step, the surety that I felt in my words firming up my feet and stiffening my spine. “I am falling in love with you.” Her chest started a rapid fall and rise, the material of her dress barely covering her slight breasts, but she didn’t seem to notice. So I said it again, taking another step closer, moving my hand to cup her chin. “I am falling in love with you, Kathleen Perry. Only you. There will never be anyone else for me but you.”

      Right before I made contact with her skin, she shoved at me with both hands, using so much force that I actually fell back a step.

      “I don’t want you to,” she hissed at me. “You don’t get to do this to me.”

      “Do what?” I yelled. “I’m falling in love with you and you act like it’s some sort of betrayal.”

      “Isn’t it?” she screeched, pacing away from me, tugging her dress on with frantic motions. The straps were barely in place when she charged back at me. The force of her mood sent a chill down my spine. “No, no, no, no, no. You ruined it, Dylan.”

      “How?” I pleaded, ready to fall to my knees at her feet if she’d just calm down, hear what I was saying to her. I’d never said those words to a single other person, and she was all but shoving them back down my throat, probably in the hopes that I’d choke on them.

      “You think you get to throw something like this at me? You think,” she jabbed a finger at me, “that because you make some big decision that I’m supposed to just fall in line and not have an opinion about it?”

      “No, I don’t—”

      “Ha,” she scoffed, giving me a derisive look. “You didn’t talk to me, never told me your feelings were changing, you just spring this bullshit on me and expect that I’ll fall at your feet? Screw you, Dylan.”

      “You want to talk bullshit, Kat?” I threw back, good and pissed now. “Bullshit is the state of denial you’re living in. People change, relationships shift as you’re in them. That’s what happens. And if you expect that everything will always stay the same because you demand it to be that way, then you’re going to have a hell of a time trying to function in this world.”

      “Don’t patronize me because you’re older. That’s a cheap shot.”

      “It’s not patronizing if it’s true.” I leaned in and narrowed my eyes at her. “You think I planned this all out? That I agreed to our little arrangement knowing that I’d feel this way about you? I didn’t wake up this morning and think, you know what? I’m going to flip the switch and fall in love with Kat and she’ll magically be okay with commitment. Get over yourself.”

      Her head snapped back as if I’d slapped her. “I’m about as far over myself as anyone you’ve ever met,” she said in a low, dangerous voice.

      Out of control. That’s how I felt. Like I’d handed the reins over to a temper that I rarely let loose and when it was all said and done, I was dropped off in a world I didn’t recognize. I speared my hands in my hair, giving her a begging look. “Listen to us. This is insane, Kat.”

      “Finally, we agree. This is completely insane.” Her arms were crossed tightly over her chest. I wanted to go to her, wrap myself around her and pray that if I wished it hard enough, I could go back and do the whole morning over again.

      “So now what?”

      “Well,” she swallowed, flicking her eyes away from me. “Now I make it easy on you.”

      I shouldn’t have asked. I knew it. But I’m an idiot, so I did anyway. “How’s that?”

      When she looked back at me, her eyes were shuttered and I had my answer. “Now I ask you to get the hell out of my house.”

      I held her eyes, waiting for just one second to see if she’d waver. But she didn’t. So I did as she asked, slamming the door so hard behind me that I heard something break.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Five

        

        Kat

      

    
    
      “Great, Sandy,” I said into the phone, wedging it in between my cheek and my shoulder. “Yeah, I’ll see you and Bones next week at three for his PT.”

      Glinda finished writing something in the calendar while I set the receiver back down. After I’d relayed the information to her, I scanned my next couple appointments and saw Dylan’s name. My grip on the pencil in my hand tightened, and I tapped my finger next to it.

      “Can you tell Molly she needs to take this one?”

      “She’s already got an appointment in that slot.”

      I flicked my eyes to Glinda. “Then I’ll switch with her.”

      “May I ask why?”

      “No.” I walked away, ignoring whatever she mumbled under her breath. Glinda could say whatever she wanted, because I was fine.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Actively avoiding my reflection in the bathroom mirror, I finished washing my hands, also actively avoiding the way that my fingers shook when I wiped them with a paper towel. The bright yellow clock on the wall next to me ticked loudly in my ear, the cat tail that hung from the bottom twitching along with the sound.

      For a brief moment, I contemplated staying in the bathroom until I knew Dylan and Leonidas would be settled into an exam room with Molly, but damn if I would hide from him. I’d spared him an impressively little amount of thought in the last two days since he’d stormed out of my house, and I would not allow him to take over the clinic.

      I was fine. And I intended to let him see that.

      My hand grabbed the metal handle of the door when I heard his voice on the other side and I froze.

      I’m falling in love with you. His voice burrowed in my ear and I pinched my eyes shut, willing it away. I yanked on the handle and breezed through the room. In my peripheral vision, I could see his tall frame dwarfing everything around him, but I didn’t spare him a glance. Leonidas didn’t notice me as he was too busy sniffing Rocky’s butt and getting the same treatment in return.

      “Kat, your four o’clock called and said they were running late. Would you mind checking Mr. Steadman in while Molly finishes up her other client?”

      Damn it, Glinda. I gave her a long look and finally nodded. If I wanted to prove to Dylan that I could carry on just fine without him, I guess this was my chance. I went to stand behind the desk, stepping on Glinda’s foot while I did and she elbowed me in my side without hesitation.

      “How are you?” he asked, his voice low and searching.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Kat—”

      I cleared my throat, handing him his paperwork without an upwards glance. “Molly will be done in a second, you can wait in exam room two.”

      Then I walked away.

      [image: ]
* * *

      My apartment was completely dark when I got home, since I’d worked well past sunset on some stuff for the fundraiser. Quite wisely, Glinda hadn’t said a word to me about Dylan after he’d left. Maybe the fact that I hadn’t looked at him once the entire time he was there clued her in, I didn’t really care either way.

      Standing over my kitchen sink with only the light above the stove illuminating the room, I ate a bowl of Cheerios. Like I always used to do. Then I watched some TV and went to bed without having to say a word for the rest of the night.

      And that’s what I continued doing every single day for the next two weeks.

      Because I was fine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Six

        

        Dylan

      

    
    
      “She still stone-walling you?”

      I finished pouring my beer into a pint glass and glanced over at Cole where he was leaning up against his kitchen counter. Garrett was working late, so we decided to play cards at Cole’s place tonight. Instead of answering, I took a long drink, the bite of hops making me wince a little. Why I let Garrett convince me to drink that shit, I’ll never know.

      “Yeah,” I said after I’d set the glass down.

      Cole nodded, then jerked his chin toward his family room, where Michael and Tristan were watching SportsCenter. “They still don’t know?”

      “Of course we do,” Michael called out, never looking away from the television. “We’re not stupid. Kat stopped coming around and Dylan’s had a stick up his ass for the last two weeks.”

      Stick up my ass, knife lodged in my heart, whatever. When I was getting ready for work earlier that morning, I could barely meet my own eyes in the mirror because of how horrible I looked. I needed a haircut and a shave, and the circles under my eyes were just about as dark as the black button-down that I was wearing.

      And all of that shit, the lack of appetite, the impossibility of a good night’s sleep, just reiterated why I’d never gone out of my way to have a serious relationship before.

      Because it sucked. It sucked so damn much that I still wanted to break something every time I thought of her. The worst part of all was that she’d never really been mine. I thought she was, and a couple times, she’d look at me and I thought maybe she was thinking it too. But I was wrong.

      “Well,” Michael amended as Cole and I each took a seat on opposite sides of the couch, “we don’t exactly know what happened. Just that something did.”

      “Because it’s none of our business,” Tristan muttered.

      “Thank you,” I said to Tristan, giving him a half-hearted smile.

      “Yeah, it may not be,” Michael agreed, “but we’re friends. And Kat’s our friend, too. She was like our little mascot. I miss her.”

      It was exactly what Garrett had called her. That dropped my smile, mainly because the rusty knife lodged in my aorta twisted again when I imagined her pleased grin every time she made one of the guys laugh. Every kindness they gave her, she soaked up like a dried-up sponge that had been left out in the sun.

      And Michael was right. It may not be their business, but I’d been trying to show Kat that it was okay to trust people. To trust me. And if I wasn’t willing to risk a little pride at admitting my fault in where we were, then how could I ever expect her to do the same?

      “Okay,” I started, dropping my head back and staring up at the white ceiling. “Here’s the short version; Kat and I had a friends with benefits thing going on, and she was very up front about not wanting a relationship. I fell for her and told her right as she was mid-freak out. She kicked me out because I couldn’t keep my damn mouth shut.”

      “So what are you going to do?” Tristan asked when no one said anything right away.

      I lifted my head so I could take another drink of beer. “I have no idea. It’s not like she has girlfriends that I can go to for advice or a family that knows how to deal with her when she shuts down. I’m stuck with you dickheads for advice, which probably means I’m screwed.”

      Cole and Michael laughed and Tristan nodded in agreement.

      “You know,” Cole said, leaning forward to rest his forearms on his knees, clasping his hands together, “you changed the rules without telling her. I get why she’d be spooked. Not every woman is ready to hear a grand declaration, especially one who’s never experienced love before.”

      “So what are you saying? I leave her alone and hope she comes around?”

      He held his hands up. “Just stating a fact. And honestly? I’m the last person you should ask for advice. I’ve left my ex-wife alone for five years and look how much good it’s done for me. I can’t get her to answer a text message, let alone meet me face-to-face for a conversation.”

      “You’re really helping,” I said, giving him a flat look.

      The subject changed when no one said anything, and I couldn’t even be pissed about it. It wasn’t like I wanted to beat a dead horse, and since I’d managed to piss off the one person I knew who might be more stubborn than me, that’s exactly what it felt like.

      Fruitless. Inane. Futile.

      And it’s probably exactly what any woman who’d tried to change me in the past had felt. So how was that for irony?

      Garrett showed up about an hour later and we played some poker. After the first hand, Garrett, Cole and Michael ventured outside to smoke cigars, leaving just me and Tristan at the table. I shifted in my chair after a long, silent minute. It wasn’t like the guy made me uncomfortable, but he was just so damn quiet.

      I shuffled the deck a couple times, the rhythmic pulse of the cards soothing me a bit.

      “It’s not rocket science,” Tristan said. When I glanced up in question, he lifted his eyebrows. “With Kat.”

      The wood of the chair underneath me creaked when I settled back in it. “No?”

      He shook his head, his face as carefully blank as always. He was wearing his hair down tonight, and he totally looked like a hippie Jesus, which freaked me out. Except I imagined that Jesus actually spoke to people on a regular basis, and Tristan seemed to be allergic to regular conversation.

      “You can’t push. Not with someone like her.” Then he leaned forward, pinning me with as intense of a look as I’d ever seen from him, the normally unflappable demeanor gone for the moment. “But don’t ever let her believe that you’ve moved on. Not if you actually love her and believe there’s the smallest chance for you two.”

      He was right, of course. Kat had admitted to me that she freaked out easily, and asked me not to give up on her. I hadn’t, not for a second in these last two weeks, I just had no freaking clue what to do about it without sending her in a dead run in the opposite direction.

      “So how do I show her that without pushing?”

      Tristan actually smiled then. “You don’t need me to answer that, Dylan. You’re a smart enough guy. It doesn’t matter if you’ve never been in this position before, you figure it out because that’s what you do for the girl who turns your world upside down.”

      “Dude.” I shook my head, feeling no small sense of wonder as I listened to him speak, arguably more words than I’d ever heard him string together before. “How do you know all of this?”

      “You don’t want to know,” he said cryptically, eyes trained on the wall behind me.

      I stood and stretched, heart thudding faster at the thought of finally doing something, even if it was just the smallest thing to let her know that I wasn’t abandoning her. And I never would. She’d kicked me out of her house in a moment of anger, but until she told me that she never wanted to see me again, I’d be there waiting.

      Not wanting to be interrupted, I walked out the front door and sank onto the top step leading off of Cole’s porch. My mind raced with the different things that I wanted to say, but knew she wouldn’t be ready for just yet. That I missed her like someone punched a fist through my chest, that I laid in bed and swore that I could still smell her sweet scent around me, that her smile was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

      Instead, I pulled out my phone and kept it simple.

      
        Me: Guys night isn’t the same without you. But then again, nothing is.

      

      Not wanting to drive myself insane by sitting there and waiting for a response that probably wasn’t coming, I tucked my phone into my back pocket and went back in the house feeling much better than I had in fifteen days. If Kat thought I was stubborn before, she hadn’t seen anything yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Seven

        

        Kat

      

    
    
      He was everywhere. WTF.

      
        Day one after his text message

      

      “Kat, sweetie. Can you put this paperwork in the file for the fundraiser?” Glinda called from her desk. I pushed away from the computer on the rolling stool and snatched them from her hand. Right away, the logo from The Continental Divide caught my eye.

      “What is this?”

      “It’s a food order.”

      “Rhetorical question, Glinda. I can see it’s a food order. Why do we have it? I was still working getting quotes from a few places.” When she snorted, my eyes scrolled to the bottom of the paperwork and I gasped. “Holy shit. That’s only like … a quarter of our food budget. For everything?”

      Glinda hummed, and I stared up at her. Then she nodded, like yeah, I know.

      “When did you get this from him?” There was absolutely no point in denying that Dylan was behind this. It was his scrawled, left-slanting signature on the bottom of the catering contract.

      “He dropped it off while you were on your lunch break. I don’t think he realized you were gone, because those pretty blue eyes of his were searchin’ for something in here, and it wasn’t for me. I can tell you that much.”

      I pressed a hand to my heart which was thrashing uncomfortably in my chest. What was he doing? First his stupidly sweet text last night and now this? Oh no. He wasn’t going to buy me off. So I stuffed the papers into the file and shoved it down to the end of the desk.

      Out of sight, out of mind. That was my new mantra for Dylan.

      
        Day three after the catering contract

      

      I waved goodbye to Molly and turned to unlock my car, then stopped up short. It was clean. Like, sparkling, see my reflection in it clean. Possibly even waxed. My eyes narrowed on a scrap of paper tucked under the driver’s side windshield wiper, which was also brand new.

      
        I changed your oil and topped off your wiper fluid. Don’t let either of those things get so low again! (This was Garrett’s idea, if you think it’s horribly intrusive, in which case, I completely agree. But if it’s making you smile right now, then it was my idea.)

        XO- Dylan

      

      “Son of a bitch,” I whispered under my breath, crumpling the note into my hand.

      
        Day two after the car cleaning incident

      

      “Glinda, I know you must have given him my keys.”

      She batted her eyelashes and turned away from me. I stomped my foot, growling at her back, which only made her laugh. “Why don’t you just ask him?”

      “Because,” I yelled. I cleared my throat when Doctor Ramirez leaned her head out of her office to give me a reproachful look. “Because if I do that,” I said in normal people volume, “then he wins.”

      “Oh goodness.” Glinda spun in her chair, folding her arms over her ample chest. “That reeks strongly of crippling pride, sweet cheeks. Wouldn’t you both win if you just gave him a chance?”

      “That’s what his whole evil plan is about. Wear Kat down doing ridiculous nice things and she’ll come running back to him.” I huffed. My face was flaming and I fanned a hand by my neck. “Next thing I know he’ll show up with my name tattooed on his ass thinking it’s romantic.”

      Glinda hooted with laughter, and I cracked a reluctant smile. “No, he won’t do that.”

      I slumped into the chair behind me. “I know.”

      “He’d make the first donation for the silent auction before inking himself.”

      My head snapped up when she waved a piece of paper. I jumped from the seat and lunged for it. “He did not,” I breathed.

      Glinda pulled her hand away, and when I was about to launch over the counter, she pointed a finger at me. “If I give you this, you have to promise me that you’ll call and thank him for it. Because it’s a good one.”

      Tapping my foot against the floor, I set my jaw and considered how serious she was. Damn it. I held my hand out for the paper. “I promise.” Then I unfolded the paper and really wished I hadn’t made that promise. “How the hell did he get this?”

      The Denver Broncos letterhead set off a flurry of butterflies in my stomach, and my eyes skimmed until I got the gist; two seats at the fifty-yard line for one of the games early on in the season, field passes and a helmet signed by Superbowl 50 MVP, Von Miller.

      I threw the paper at Glinda and stomped off, screaming behind my hand. What an asshole.

      
        Day three after the silent auction letter

      

      In my defense, Glinda never stipulated how soon I was supposed to call Dylan to thank him. I was in my bedroom, Taylor Swift blaring from the speakers on my dresser. The level at which I was playing it probably necessitated a call from our super, but I needed some friggin’ girl power music before I made this particular phone call.

      Jumping side to side and punching the air along with the beat, I yelled the lyrics before I pulled up Dylan’s contact information. I hit the power button on my stereo, swamping my room with thick silence that was only punctuated by my heavy breathing. Because apparently girl power showed just how out of shape I was.

      I hit send and sat on the edge of my bed, then sprang back up. Nope. That wouldn’t do. I couldn’t sit there. Memories of sweating and grabbing and thrusting and nope, nope, nope.

      Just as I was smacking my forehead to jar that shit loose, he picked up.

      “Kat? Are you there?”

      I sank back down on the bed, because his voice. The wall that I’d thought was so very strong around my heart shook a little. Maybe it wasn’t so impenetrable after all. “Yeah. I’m here.”

      He exhaled, the sound so full of relief that I sat up straighter. The last thing I wanted to do was confuse him, and I just … I wasn’t ready to say the things he probably wanted me to say.

      “Dylan, I’m just calling to say thank you for the auction donation. Glinda, umm, she made me promise that I would.”

      “Oh,” he replied, not even trying to mask his disappointment.

      “It’s very generous. I don’t even know how you managed it, but yeah. Thank you. I appreciate it. Well, we all do at the clinic.”

      “Cole called in a favor. He knows someone in the front office, I guess.”

      My shoulders slumped at the formal tone in his wonderful, deep voice. “Cool.”

      We were both quiet, me cringing at the fact that I’d just said cool in response, and him because he was probably wondering what the hell he was doing wasting time on a stubborn, prideful basket-case like me. Because I knew I was. But that didn’t make it any easier to try and be anything different.

      “Kat,” he started. Then he cleared his throat. “I know you’re probably really busy with the fundraiser next week, but can we talk after? We don’t have to meet in person,” he rushed. “Not if you’re not ready. But maybe we can just talk on the phone?”

      My eyes burned with unshed tears and my hands were shaking, the one holding the phone making it rattle against my face because of it. Why hadn’t he given up yet? What was in this for him?

      Me. The thought whispered through my head. What’s in this for him is me.

      Insecurity was the most insidious, powerful force I’d ever encountered, but that didn’t lessen it in any way. It pounded against my brain and my heart, wave after ceaseless wave. One tear tracked down my cheek and I sniffled.

      “Kat, baby, please don’t cry. I miss you.”

      “I have to go, Dylan,” I whispered, my voice shaking horribly. Ending the call before I could hear his voice again, I curled up in my bed and let the tears come.

      
        Six days after the phone call

      

      The night before the fundraiser— a silent auction, dinner and dance at a renovated barn just outside of Denver— promised a perfect forecast for our event. It hadn’t rained since the beginning of the week, so everything was lush and green. Glinda, Molly and I were putting some finishing touches on the centerpieces when the hairs stood up on the back of my neck.

      I heard Brian’s voice calling my name, and I turned slowly, eyes zeroing in on Dylan where he stood framed in the open doorway. His broad shoulders blocked out the setting sun, and it made his whole frame glow in golds and yellows.

      Brian said my name again and I blinked over to his friendly, smiling face. “Kat, hey. How’s it going?”

      I smiled, I think, and slugged him on the shoulder. “Not too bad. What are you doing here?”

      He hooked a thumb over his skinny shoulder. “Dylan needed some help setting up the bar equipment. He’s bartending tomorrow for you, but Lily, Brandy and I are serving.”

      Dylan walked past us, carrying a large crate in his hands and absently, I nodded in response to Brian. He kept chattering on about something, but I couldn’t hear a word he was saying. Roughly twelve feet away, on the other side of the makeshift dance floor, Dylan worked silently, his blue eyes never leaving my face.

      I swallowed, having quite the hard time breathing at the intensity that I saw in his face. But the thing that made me positively ache was how tired he looked. Tired and so incredibly handsome, with the beginnings of a dark beard on his strong, angled jaw. He must have clenched his teeth, because a muscle popped under his facial hair and I had to turn away.

      There was this desire, this relentless humming in my veins that was screaming at me to run to him. To let him swing me up in his arms and make this emptiness in my heart go away. It took me a few minutes to breathe it out of me. Not completely though, I was starting to think that it would always be there.

      Glinda said my name and I nodded, giving Dylan my back while I helped clean up the table. I worked that way for the next while, painfully aware of Dylan’s eyes on me, even though I hadn’t turned toward him again.

      When the work we needed to do was done, I straightened, pressing a fist in my lower back to try and alleviate the ache that was forming there. My skin prickled when I felt his body heat hovering behind my back.

      Glinda’s eyes flicked over my shoulder and she immediately turned and walked away, which made my shoulders slump. I’d either have to turn and address him myself or pray that he was just making a quick pit-stop to like, smell my hair or something.

      But he didn’t move. He held behind me, so closely that the heat from his body singed the cotton of my shirt. I pressed a hand to my belly and fought the urge to turn around.

      “I can’t do this right now,” I whispered, as much to myself as to him. The quick inhale that he gave me in response made me squeeze my eyes shut, and curl the hand in front of my belly button into a fist.

      “Okay,” he said, the words hitting just above my right ear, the hair at my temple fluttering from his breath. Then he gently squeezed my shoulder and walked away. I whipped around, my mouth open to call his name, but he was already striding through the door into the parking lot.

      I sank into the chair behind me and dropped my head into my hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Eight

        

        Kat

      

    
    
      “Oh, honey,” Glinda said in a wobbly voice from behind me, “you look prettier than butter meltin’ on a stack of pancakes.”

      My hand stilled right before I could apply my last swipe of red lipstick and my eyes met hers in the bathroom mirror. “I, what?”

      But she swiped a finger under her eye and sighed. “I mean it. You look so beautiful, Kat. You should wear red every single day.”

      Instead of smiling and thanking her like I should have, I waved a hand in front of my burning face, careful not to mess the finger waves around my face that were held back on one side with a black rose pinned above my right ear. “I can’t breathe in this thing. It’s too tight.”

      “You look perfect.”

      This time when I turned back to the mirror, I let myself take in my full reflection instead of dissecting myself piece by piece. All day, I’d focused on one thing at a time. My hair once it was done, then my makeup as I applied it. The dress when I pulled it out of the garment bag, and the heels when I tightened the buckle around my ankle.

      I felt beautiful, which was a big deal to me. When I had found the dress at an upscale consignment shop in Aurora, my face had been bare and my hair still messy from work, but I knew it was perfect for the fundraiser, even if I couldn’t get the complete picture.

      The red satin hugged my chest and torso, with wide straps coming up from the sweetheart neckline and curving up behind my neck. The thick band of black lace wrapped around the narrowest part of my waist, and from there, the red flowed out in a swingy skirt that hit right at my knees. It felt vintage and classy and amazing from the second I’d touched it on the padded hanger.

      Even if Dylan wasn’t out beyond the restroom doors somewhere, I’d have worn it with the strappy red heels and scarlet lipstick just because it was the first time in my life I’d owned anything as beautiful as that dress.

      But he was out there, probably behind the bar that was already swarmed with lines of people, even though the fundraiser had barely begun. Anything I was involved in didn’t happen until later, so like a coward, I was hiding in the bathroom under the guise of fixing my lipstick. Which was perfect. Because I’d spent a shit ton of money on that matte stuff that supposedly didn’t budge.

      Eff it, I swiped some more along my bottom lip and nodded at my reflection.

      Glinda held the door open with an encouraging smile, as she’d been trying to get me to leave that bathroom for the last fifteen minutes.

      Bless her heart.

      The fact that Dylan wasn’t the first person I saw helped me breathe a little easier. I waved at some clients that I recognized and accepted a hug from a couple that I’d just finished working with about a month prior.

      Their small talk was soothing, letting me blank out from the sheer terror of having to get up on the stage in front of so many people. Doctor Ramirez had been firm, every staff member from RMARC would have to get their asses in front of the mic at least once at the fundraiser. She was giving the big pitch, showing the sappy video that would hopefully open people’s wallets, Molly was opening up the silent auction, Glinda was doing the welcome speech, and I would have to announce the total at the end of the night when everything was tallied.

      My nerves prickled again as I thought about it, but as I pulled in a deep breath to calm myself, the man in front of me stepped to the side, giving me a perfect view of Dylan mixing a drink.

      But he wasn’t looking at the customer. He was looking at me.

      And holy yeah, I was looking at him, too. Over his bright white dress shirt, Dylan was wearing a dark gray vest with a gray and white striped tie tucked into it. When I snapped my eyes back to his face, he was smiling at the person as he handed over their drink.

      The banging of my heart grew louder and louder at the sight of that smile and that dimple. He was a dangerous, dangerous man when he busted that out. With his hands braced on the bar top, I saw his jaw tighten before he turned his head to me again.

      Clearly, he was surprised that I was still watching him. Join the club, dude. I was practically announcing with my eye-stalking that my terrified little heart was still very much in his grasp.

      My eyes went hot while we watched each other and my breathing quickened. I couldn’t pretend that I hadn’t thought about him, that I didn’t care about what he’d been doing for me. Because the truth was that I very much did care.

      I blinked away from the weight of his stare and said hello to someone who’d just touched my elbow to get my attention. When she walked away, I felt my phone vibrate in the black clutch that I had in my hands.

      
        Dylan: You look incredible.

      

      With shaking fingers, I carefully typed out a reply, keeping my eyes down even as I hit send.

      
        Me: Thank you.

        

        Dylan: I mean it. You outshine every person in this room.

        

        Me: Dylan, I’m too nervous about tonight to handle this wooing thing you’re set on.

      

      Without lifting my head, I could feel his eyes on me again, but I stubbornly didn’t check to see if I was right.  But he didn’t respond right away, so I probably looked like a weirdo staring at her phone in the middle of a fancy event.  I was just about to tuck my phone away when it buzzed again, his name appearing on my screen.

      
        Dylan: Okay. Not a word from me for the rest of the night, I promise.

        

        Dylan: But texting is allowed if I need something related to the event.

      

      Risking a glance up at him, I felt that familiar flutter in my stomach when his bright blue eyes were still fixed on me with an unapologetic intensity. Instead of replying to his text, I smiled at him. Just one little smile.

      But the answering one that he gave me was wide and I couldn’t help but laugh a little. Then he winked and went back to mixing drinks.

      And he kept his word. Through the dinner, through the silent auction, he kept his word. My phone didn’t go off once for the next two and a half hours, which did odd things to my heart. Because the look that I saw on his face any time our eyes met was pure longing, and it made me wish I was even remotely capable of just walking up to him and starting a conversation.

      I missed him. That was the problem. A problem that I definitely couldn’t go about fixing during the event, so I shoved it to the side and did whatever Dr. Ramirez needed me to do. And given that it was taking them longer to tabulate the earnings from the silent auction, she wanted me to go ask the deejay to play some songs that might encourage people to dance while they waited.

      “I’ll play Lady in Red for you,” the deejay whispered far too close to my ear after he’d granted my request.

      “Umm, no thanks,” I said with a kinder smile than I was feeling. He opened his mouth to say something else when my phone buzzed in my hand. I held it up and gave him an apologetic look.

      
        Dylan: This is completely related to the event. Do I need to kick his ass? Because he looks like a completely incompetent deejay.

      

      I rolled my eyes.

      
        Me: No violence necessary.

        

        Dylan: Not from where I’m standing. He was creeping you out.

      

      Warmth bloomed in my stomach, and I pinched my eyes shut so that I wouldn’t look at him.

      
        Dylan: Okay. Sorry. That wasn’t event-related. But, this is. Someone needs to start the dancing. Would you do me the honor?

        

        Me: You need to serve drinks.

        

        Dylan: Brian has it handled. Please dance with me. My lips are still sealed, I promise. And once we’re out there, other people will join. Isn’t that what you were talking to the deejay about?

      

      “Damn it,” I said under my breath.

      
        Dylan: You shouldn’t curse out loud at a work event.

      

      My eyes snapped up and my heart dropped into my toes. Dylan was standing about five feet from me, his hands tucked into his pockets. He gave me a small smile and then made the motion of a zipper in front of his mouth. When he lifted his eyebrows in question, then glanced out at the still-empty dance floor, I heaved out a sigh.

      “Fine.” I pointed at him. “But don’t try anything funny with your hands.”

      Dylan adopted a mock-hurt expression and held up three fingers in a boy scout salute and I rolled my eyes, which made him smile. His smile held like that when he extended his hand to me. When I placed mine in his, every inch of skin on my body tingled, like I was a bare wire and he’d plugged me into a live electrical socket.

      While he led me through the tables and into the middle of the empty floor, I caught Glinda’s eye and glared when I saw her joyful smile. But my glare softened when Dylan turned toward me with a look on his face so vulnerable that my breath stuttered in my chest. Was that what love looked like? That tortured, open look in his eyes?

      And wasn’t that precisely how I felt every time I saw him or heard his voice since he’d walked out of my apartment? I couldn’t answer that question just then, but it tumbled through my head, matching the beat of the song.

      With a smooth motion, Dylan pulled me into his arms, much like he did that first and only other time we had danced together. The height on my heels helped with our height difference, but I still fit snugly against his chest, his chin resting on the top of my head.

      When his chest expanded in a deep inhale, I tightened my hold on his back, feeling the flex of his muscles under the layers of his vest and his shirt.

      The song rolled along, and Dylan and I swayed gently to the beat. People joined us on the dance floor, but I paid them no attention, just breathing in the clean, masculine scent that surrounded me. When he tucked our joined hands on his chest, bringing us even closer, his breathing changed, like he was having to physically stop himself from saying something to me.

      Suddenly, I wanted to cry. My brain was all twisted, like it had dropped by my heart and tangled itself up in my arteries. I couldn’t remember anything, why I’d fought against him so hard or pushed him so firmly away from me.

      He was still here. He was everywhere, and that said more to me than any words he might have spoken. Dylan wasn’t giving up on me or running away.

      The song drew to close and I wanted to scream, no! It can’t be done yet! I blinked up at Dylan when he stepped back and the look of raw, visceral pain on his handsome face was enough to mute whatever was going to come out of my mouth. He looked miserable, and I’d done that to him. I’d done that to both of us.

      He blew out a hard breath and walked away, yanking my heart out of my chest with his long, purposeful strides. I only made it one step to follow him when Dr. Ramirez laid a hand on my shoulder.

      “We’re done, Kat. I’ve got the figures for you if you’re ready to make the announcement.”

      I nodded and made my way to the stage. I don’t know what I said, or if it made any sense. But people clapped and cheered when I read the figure off of the cream colored paper in my shaking hand. They probably thought I was shaking so badly because of nerves, but it couldn’t be further from the truth. It was all Dylan, all me. All the things I’d put us through. I walked back down the steps and was stopped by about a dozen people by the time I made it back to my table. I must have answered them, because they were all kind smiles and congratulatory words.

      No matter where I looked, I couldn’t find Dylan. Brian was behind the bar by himself, and the table where I’d sat for dinner was empty. My shoulders slumped when I braced the back of one of the deserted chairs.

      From my clutch, my phone buzzed again and I fumbled to open the clasp to retrieve it, almost dropping it in the process.

      
        Dylan: I’m sorry, but I couldn’t stand there anymore and keep my promise to you. I just wanted to tell you that I’m so incredibly proud of you and all the work you’ve put into the event tonight.

      

      Of all the things he could have said to me, that was the thing that was guaranteed to make me realize that I’d never, ever move on from him. That he’d be etched onto my heart, in my soul, for the rest of my life.

      Now I just had to figure out how to show him that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Nine

        

        Dylan

      

    
    
      “Leonidas,” I said, shaking my head at the ridiculous picture he made. Since he couldn’t run at the pace he wanted, whenever he got really excited, he started wiggling in a circular motion. “Just wait, buddy. You’ll have your new leg in like two-ish months. Then you can take off whenever you want.”

      I rubbed the corner of one silky ear and marveled at how big he seemed compared to when I’d found him by the dumpster. Doctor Ramirez figured he’d be close enough to his full grown size that they’d be able to take a cast of his paw and send out for his prosthetic leg to get custom-made. Six months, from the time I’d found him, to wait to be able to walk properly, to be able to run around whenever he felt like it.

      It was probably sad that sitting in the grass with my dog, pondering at the patience that it probably took for him on a daily basis, humbled me.

      Patience had never been my strong suit. I know, massive understatement. And this thing with Kat was tugging at every loose thread in my whole body, to the point that every time I got a single shred of acknowledgement from her, I was at risk of unraveling completely.

      Things had been quiet between us since the fundraiser the night before, where she’d completely blown me the hell away in that red dress. The way she’d looked, man. That was the kind of look that a man would remember on his death bed.

      Kat had only gone to the mic once, at the end of the night, to announce the total dollar amount raised; a staggering thirty-three thousand dollars. I knew from Glinda that they were praying for twenty, so I’d clapped just as loudly as everyone else there knowing how much this would mean to their clinic. I’d been doing it while I made my quiet exit, not able to stay in the same room as her any longer without losing my mind completely.

      Leonidas stretched out by my legs, groaning when I scratched his belly.

      “You’re pretty spoiled, boy. You know that?” His tail whipped against the grass and I laughed. “It’s like you know what I’m saying. Freaks me out, dude.”

      He whipped around off his back, his three legs finding purchase on the lawn and his head tilted to the right, then the left. Then I heard it; the distinctive rattle of Kat’s car coming down the street.

      I stood, picking up Leonidas as I did, fighting a bout of unmanly nerves at her unexpected appearance. It was probably a good thing, but with her, I’d learned to never assume a damn thing. So, I went into the house to wait for her.

      Turns out I had to wait for about fifteen minutes, as she sat in the parked car that whole time, staring up at my house from the driver’s seat.

      Nervous was probably good. Hopefully.

      Then my optimism faded a tad when she stood from her car, a stoic, determined expression on her fine-boned face. I stayed in the kitchen while she walked up the driveway, waiting for a beat after she knocked on the door. My truck was in the garage, so she knew I was home. I took a deep breath and pushed from the counter when she knocked again, a little louder this time.

      Motioning for Leonidas to stay by his bed next to the couch, I swung the door open, losing my heart all over again when I saw her wringing her hands.

      “Hi.” I couldn’t believe how normal I sounded, when my brain was practically pulsing out of my head with nerves. Her face was smooth and her eyes shuttered, which didn’t help the mild anxiety pulsing through me. I swallowed roughly, making sure I was okay before I spoke again. “Do you want to come in?”

      Kat looked beyond me and took a deep breath, then nodded. I stepped aside and she didn’t move right away. It could not be good if she was having this hard of a time walking in the damn door.

      But for now, I would be content just breathing the same air as her. My lungs expanded and I caught a whiff of sweet vanilla. Then she tripped on the door jamb and I caught her forearm, helping right her.

      She gave me a crooked grin, her big brown eyes full of embarrassment, and in an instant my nerves were gone. Just like that.

      Leonidas scurried across the floor to greet Kat, and I moved around them into the family room, hoping she’d join me. Sitting on the couch, I watched her laugh at the way Leonidas was licking her neck and my heart eventually slowed and settled.

      Kat must have felt my eyes on her, because she flushed pink and stood up, swiping her hands on her jean skirt.

      “Do you need anything to drink?” Not awkward at all, my stiff attempt at trying to ferret out why she’d stopped by.

      She shook her head, pausing by a chair, but not sitting. Briefly, I wondered if I should stand, but then she perched on the arm, wringing her hands again while she looked at me.

      “It’s just you and me here, okay?”

      “I know. That’s what makes this so hard.”

      I clenched my jaw, not exactly sure how I should take that. “What’s wrong, Sprite?”

      Her eyes fell shut at my gently spoken question and I braced myself for whatever she was preparing to say. “What if … what if I can never get over my issues?”

      My eyebrows lifted, not expecting that to be it, but my heart sped up nonetheless. “What do you mean?”

      Shifting to the side, she sat fully in the chair, angling so that she was facing me and our knees almost brushed. “Oh you know, rampant insecurity and a debilitating fear of commitment, the idea that I can’t function within a normal family or relationship structure. What if they never go away?”

      I swallowed, keeping my eyes trained firmly on hers. Neither of us blinked. “Well, then I guess I’ll figure out just how patient I can be.” Her breathing picked up, the color rising in her face again. That blush on her high cheekbones might be the death of me, and I almost hated myself for not recognizing immediately how perfectly beautiful she was. “Because even if those issues never go away, I’m not going away either, Kat. If they are always in your head, then I guess,” I swallowed, making sure I could say it and really mean it, “I’ll get really good at being the best friend you’ve ever had in your life.”

      “You’re the only best friend I’ve ever had, Dylan.” I nodded, not sure if that should comfort me or not. Then she took a deep breath and sat up straighter. “But … but what if I never fully get over my issues, umm, and I don’t want you to be my best friend because that would be too hard?”

      I fisted my hands where they rested on my thighs from the desire to reach out to her. Her eyes dropped down to them and she smiled a little. When I let out a slow breath, she looked back up at my face and I smiled back at her. “Then maybe you could let me love you.”

      It would do no good to tell her that that would happen anyway, whether she wanted me to or not. That I would be doing that for the rest of my life, even if she never spoke to me again.

      “Okay.”

      I smiled, her wide-eyed response making it easy for me to shift off the couch and onto to my knees in front of her chair. The sweet smile she gave me when I settled myself in between her legs and wrapped my arms around her waist filled me with so much overwhelming warmth. Kat ran a hand through my hair and I dropped back to my heels, resting my forehead in her lap. Just the simple touch of her fingers on my scalp made me damn near want to weep.

      Then I lifted my head, drawing my thumb in small circles on the smooth skin underneath her shirt. “You are saying okay to the second option, right? Because that kinda determines how I respond next.”

      She laughed, following the line of my eyebrow and down the top of my nose with her finger. “Yeah. I think I’m saying okay to the second option, because I’m pretty certain that I’m love with you, too.”

      I angled up, using gentle pressure on her back to push her forward. Right before our lips met, I paused and searched her eyes, looking for any lingering doubts. But there wasn’t a single one in her deep brown irises. Kat moved the last inch, slipping her cool tongue in between my opened lips until she found mine.

      In a fluid movement, she sank onto the floor with me, on her knees between my legs and wrapping her slim, strong arms around my neck. I wound around her, deepening our kiss by tilting my head to the side. The sigh that she let out into my mouth made me smile against her lips.

      Then I pulled back, narrowing my eyes at her. “Wait. You think?”

      Instead of smiling or laughing in response, Kat gave me an earnest nod. “I mean, I wanted to die when you were gone and I felt so yucky and gross when I wasn’t giving in to you, and the thought of not having you in my life as mine made me want to throat-punch someone. If that’s not love, then I do not know what is.”

      I laughed deeply, feeling a lightness through to my soul that I’d never experienced before. Loving her was one thing. But knowing she loved me back?

      I felt like I could fly.

      “Oh, Kat.” I leaned in and kissed her again. “I was always yours. From the day I met you, I think.”

      “You’re probably right. I guess it’s a good thing you’re so stubborn, huh? Keeping the relationship flame alive for both of us this whole time.”

      I wrapped my arms around her again, resting my chin on the top of her head. She placed a soft kiss on the side of my throat, humming as she did it. “Trust me, Sprite. Stubbornness is my very best trait. Don’t let anyone tell you any differently.”

      But she pulled back and gave me a serious look. “No. Your best trait is that you love me. Isn’t that awfully self-centered of me to think so?”

      “Yes, it sure is. But I won’t tell anyone.” She laughed when I kissed her forehead. Bracing a hand on the coffee table, I stood and helped her to her feet. “So now what?”

      Kat snorted, following me into the kitchen. “You’re supposed to tell me, old man.”

      Halting in my tracks so quickly that she smacked into my back with an oomph, I pursed my lips and raised an eyebrow, even though she couldn’t see me. “Old man?”

      One small, warm hand snaked under my shirt and clutched at the skin on my back. “Mmmhmm.” Then she smoothed the hand around front and settled on my abs, her fingers tickling along my muscles. I tilted my chin up and tried to remember how to breathe. “But like, a hot old man.”

      I turned around so quickly that she squealed, especially when I dropped my shoulder and hoisted her up over my shoulder. Leonidas barked after us when I carried her down the hallway, smacking her ass when she pinched my side.

      Instead of throwing her into the center of my bed like I’d originally planned, I lowered her carefully, taking my time so that her curves brushed against me in the greatest possible way. She clutched two fists into the collar of my shirt and dragged my mouth down to hers, kissing me with so much ferocity that pretty soon we were clashing tongues and clicking teeth in our need to be closer and closer. It was never enough. It would probably never feel like enough with Kat.

      Then she yanked me backwards, and I toppled into the bed with her underneath me.

      “Would it be horribly cliché of me to ask you if we can try that sex thing one more time?” Kat wiggled under me and my eyes rolled back in my head, which made her laugh with delight.

      “One more time?” I asked, curving my hand around the firm line of her waist and yanking her against me. “No. Not one more time. You’ll lose count eventually. There won’t be a number high enough, Sprite.”

      She smiled up at me, and I fell in love all over again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Kat

      

    
    
      
        Six months later

      

      

      The sounds of laughter floated through the screen door to where I was filling a tray with one last round of drinks before Dylan was done grilling the hamburgers. His parents had landed this morning, and would be staying with us for the next week.

      Marie bawled her eyes out when she hugged me this morning at the airport, telling me that she’d prayed for someone like me to end up with Dylan.

      I mean, she didn’t strike me as crazy the first time I met her, but maybe I’d been wrong. Dylan must have seen the disbelief on my face when she was still gripping me to her, because he went about proving to me just how perfect I was for him while they were taking Leonidas on a walk through our neighborhood.

      Twice, actually.

      I’d barely pulled my underwear back on underneath my maxi dress when we heard them come back through the front door. Elliot, smart man that he was, had taken one look at my rumpled hair and winked at me before herding his wife right out into the backyard.

      “Sprite, you done with those drinks yet?” Dylan yelled through the slider.

      “Settle your ass down,” I yelled right back.

      Garrett came out of the bathroom, shaking his head at me. “Language, young lady.” When he snagged a potato chip from my plate, I smacked his hand with a spatula. Then he grinned at me. “Did you see the new trick I taught Leonidas?”

      I shook my head, and Garrett pointed at the dog, who was now fully acclimated to his prosthetic and ran circles, literally, around everyone he met. Garrett made a shooting noise, aiming his finger like a gun at Leonidas. Leonidas flopped on the ground, all fifty pounds of him, his four legs in the air. Garrett whistled and Leonidas flipped back around to standing and waited for a treat.

      “What a good boy,” I cooed. “Momma’s so proud of you.”

      “Thanks,” Garrett said easily.

      I rolled my eyes.

      “So are we celebrating anything in particular at this shindig? Dylan going to get on bended knee or something?”

      My hands froze while I was pouring water into Marie’s glass, and I gave Garrett a look that was most likely full of horror. He burst out laughing.

      “It’s not funny,” I hissed, setting the water pitcher down and chucking an ice cube at his head. Garrett was over all the time. I think he was bored living by himself. And since I’d moved in with Dylan about a month earlier when the lease on my apartment was up, that meant I saw a whole lot of Garrett too. But it was okay with me, because he totally felt like the big brother that I always wanted growing up and now I got annoyed by on a daily basis.

      “Holy shit, sprite.” Garrett wiped at fake tears under his eyes. “Your face. I wish I’d taken a picture so I could show it to Dylan whenever he pissed me off. I could be like, ‘Do you see this, man? This is the look on your woman’s face when she thinks about marrying you.’”

      I leaned over to flick at his ear, then pointed at the tray. “Carry this for me. And you better watch it. You’re going to have a woman make that exact same face about you some day.”

      “Not for a long time, Chiquita.”

      We made our way outside, him still protesting that he’d ever purposely enter into a serious, committed relationship and me actively ignoring him.

      Dylan wrapped a strong arm around my shoulders when I slid in next to him by the picnic table. He always smelled so good. How did he do that?

      I mean, I equated his smell to sexy times, because that’s basically what happened every time I pressed my nose into his skin, but it was so clean and soapy and masculine.

      “You having fun?” he whispered into my ear right before pressing a kiss to my temple.

      I nodded up at him with a smile. “Yup. I even gave your dad a hug without having a panic attack. But when he asked me to call him Dad, I did almost throw up.”

      He grinned. “So you’re doing awesome then?”

      “Pretty much.”

      About two months after Dylan and I started dating, I found a counselor that specialized in foster care kids, and had been seeing her every week for the last four months. Some days I walked out sobbing, and other days, I just wanted to burrow in Dylan’s arms and never come out. But at the end of every session, I knew that I was not only loved, but I was worthy of that love. I’d been loved by my parents first, and now by my friends and my man, and his wonderful family that I was slowly getting to know.

      I blinked rapidly, feeling overwhelmed by the smiling faces and happy feeling that permeated the air.

      “You okay?” He squeezed my shoulder.

      Turning so I could wrap my arms around his waist, I held him tightly and pulled in a deep breath. “I’m perfect. I never want this to end.”

      With one finger, Dylan tilted my chin up so that I was looking into the brilliant blue of his eyes. “It never will. Someday— not today— but someday, I’ll put a ring on your finger and marry you anywhere in the world that you want. You’ll be mine forever, and I’ll be yours.”

      Instead of the flood of panic I’d felt at Garrett teasing me about Dylan proposing in front of everyone today, it was a smooth billow of peace covering my whole body when Dylan said it to me like that. He swiped at a tear that rolled down my cheek, and his eyes held so much affection and love and warmth that I could hardly believe that I got to keep him.

      “You already are,” I said, closing my eyes and holding him even tighter. Just like I would do for the rest of my life.

      

      
        The End
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