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      Harper

      

      When I see him across the room, towering over the crowd with his usual smug look, I duck behind a group of women. I’m half listening to the chatter about the food and the champagne, how fantastic it all is, and what an excellent host Violet makes while I keep an eye on him. I’ll have to let Violet know later that everyone loved it because I’ve been too busy running around prepping and socializing to get a bite yet. We’d spent hours going over menus and caterers, and Violet is a genius when it comes to this stuff. So I’m thankful it’s all coming together and people are enjoying it.

      This event was part of our last-ditch attempt to try and get enough signatures, votes, donations, and public interest to save the museum building and our jobs. Doing that requires passing a levy, one which is buried in legalese and not exactly sexy in its marketing. It’s going to require effort just to have people understand what’s on the ballot, so we’re doing our best to make it count.

      Lucky for me, one of my closest friends is well connected, understands the politics, and loves me and the cause enough to lead the charge on getting this done. She also has a gorgeous, enormous house and a very patient husband. Violet Lawton is a lifesaver. I smile at her across the room, until I see him move again, and am distracted from my silent admiration.

      He, on the other hand, is definitely not a lifesaver—more like a menace to society and my sanity. I shift to my left as he starts to move around the room, greeting people as he makes his way through the gathered crowd. The women in front of me are far too animated to even realize I’m using them as a shield, and it gives me the ability to watch him for another moment without being seen—before I make myself scarce. I won’t be able to avoid him all night, but I can at least buy myself some time.

      He looks more refined than usual, dressed all in black with a button-down shirt that hugs his traps and upper arms. Not that it matters what he wears. On him, they always look like they just barely wrap around his frame. Like the tailor measured to within a centimeter of his life when he fit them. It’s honestly infuriating that he always looks that perfect, especially given how messy his reputation is in comparison.

      I snatch a small glass of the much-discussed champagne from a tray as it floats by, taking a sip as I watch him talking to some of his teammates. He laughs again at whatever Tobias Westfield, his friend and frequent partner in crime, is saying while flashing a smile that’s too pretty to belong to someone like him. Because despite, or rather because of, the massive frame and the tattoos that wind their way up his neck and down his arm he is gorgeous, in large part because he looks like he was resurrected from the mud of some ancient battlefield. The kind you can’t look away from. The kind you can’t stop thinking about even if you wish you could.

      When his dark gaze starts to shift this way though, I move with it. Looking at him is one thing, but he’s the last person on earth I feel like talking to tonight. Especially since everywhere he goes, he attracts far more attention than I ever want. And while I definitely need to make sure I’m engaging with all the guests I can, giving them the kind of desperate “save our museum, please” grovel that only one of the curators can, I don’t need or want more eyes on me than necessary. Tonight or any night.

      Especially not his, because he’s Alexander “Xander” Xavier, or XXL as his fans have nicknamed him on and off the field. He’s a defensive end for the Seattle Phantom football team and one of the most infamous playboys the league has ever known.

      He’s also my newly minted ex-husband’s best friend.

      Alex and I had started off friendly, better than friendly, really, if we counted the first night we ever met. Then over time, particularly when I ended up dating his friend without knowing it, and then marrying him—it had turned less-than-friendly. Barbs and banter had become our thing whenever we were forced to see each other at events. Now that the papers are signed and the rings are off, I can assume that nothing at all is going to stop him from being a complete and utter ass to me. Tonight of all nights, I don’t need it.

      So I let myself have one last look before I swallow the rest of my champagne and disappear into one of the side rooms as his meandering gaze starts to shift in my direction. The maneuver only buys me about five minutes of peace before I realize I’ve cornered myself and lost the high ground while chatting with one of my favorite museum members whom we’d invited to talk the place up. When I glance up, I see that he’s just walked through the only doorway in the room. His eyes land hard on me, a smirk curling at the edge of his mouth before he starts weaving his way through the small crowd toward me. I can guess he’s dying to gloat.

      I’m nodding and mhm-ing my way through the conversation with Mrs. Edelmann while I try to do mental geometry about how I can get out of this room without seeming like I’m running from him.

      “Mrs. Edelmann, I think I just saw someone flag me down across the way and I need to go check on what they need. But I want to hear more about this. I’ll come find you later, okay?”

      “Of course, dear. Go on.” She gives me a soft smile.

      I dodge my way through the small crowd in the room, ducking and weaving, hiding behind various patrons and around furniture, almost home-free when I feel a hand reach for mine. I’d forgotten the biggest problem with Alexander was that he was six foot five and there was no such thing as hiding or running from him.

      “Saint.” His nickname for me comes out in a deep timbre, one that would sound warm and maybe even a little bit sexy to the untrained ear.

      “Alexander.” I turn to look at him, pretending to be surprised to see him.

      He pulls my hand up to his lips and presses a kiss across my knuckles while I clutch the empty champagne glass in my other one so hard it might shatter if I was a touch stronger. This is his little routine he breaks out at events like these. Ones where he has to come out and play the charismatic public face and the hometown boy everyone loves. People eat up every second of the act because he is charming—when he wants to be. He turns it on and off like a switch. Making everyone forget the reality of who he is at his core—the three things he’s famous for: fucking, fighting, and football. In my opinion, it’s more like infamous, incorrigible, and infuriating, but no one asks me my opinion.

      “You remember this doesn’t work on me. I know you too well to think you’re charming.” I give a false smile in case anyone’s watching.

      He grins in return but as his thumb swipes over my knuckles where he just kissed me, his eyes flicker and land hard on my ring finger.

      “I remember you wearing a ring on this hand.” His eyes flash back up to mine as though he’s genuinely surprised. “Not trouble in paradise, I hope?”

      The divorce was relatively new. I’ve only had a few months of freedom. But given that Drew is Alexander’s agent and therefore sees his best friend with some regularity, you’d think it would be the kind of thing that would come up. At least in passing. Like Oh hey, by the way. Ditched the old hag, finally! I would’ve thought Alexander would have been Drew’s first call when the ink was dry so they could chat about how much they couldn’t stand me and then go and have drinks and find women.

      “No trouble at all. At least not anymore.”

      “Are you separated?” His brow furrows like he’s trying to make sense of what I’m saying.

      “Are you serious?” I echo his tone.

      “You’re not wearing your ring, so I feel like it’s a fair question.” He’s studying me closely, and I don’t love it.

      “I thought the two of you were old pals. Don’t you grab a drink or go to an event together at least one night a week? Or is that just what he told me?”

      “I saw him earlier this week. But he didn’t say anything. Did he fuck up?”

      “We’re divorced, Alexander. We’ve been divorced.”

      His normally serene and smug face contorts for a few seconds while he processes the information, glancing down at my finger again before I pull my hand out of his. His eyes bounce back up to mine, searching my face—for what I don’t know. But he doesn’t say anything and for some reason, it gets under my skin.

      “Are you telling me he seriously didn’t mention that he got divorced?”

      “He did not.”

      “Wow,” I whisper, laughing a little to myself. Our marriage had been over long before we sat down and had the let’s maybe call it quits discussion, but it seemed a little odd to not mention a life event like that to your best friend. Especially one you see regularly. One who used to come to our family events and had been the best man at our wedding.

      A strange smile flits across his face, and it irritates me. Probably joy at our demise. I’m sure he tried to talk Drew into leaving me before. Which makes it doubly strange he doesn’t know.

      “You don’t think it’s strange that your best friend wouldn’t tell you that?”

      “Not really, no.”

      “Well, I’m guessing it didn’t change his behavior any.”

      “Not that I noticed. But in retrospect, I can think of a few things that were a little off.”

      “Oh well, I’m glad to hear it, I guess.” I roll my eyes.

      “Was it his choice?”

      I don’t like the close way he’s watching me. Like he’s scrutinizing my reaction. I don’t need him running back to Drew and telling him how crushed I am in the wake of his absence. Because while I miss him a bit, mostly the comfortable bits of having a partner around, I’m more than happy to put our marriage in the past.

      “No. I asked for it. He didn’t seem thrilled at first, but then I assume he saw the benefits of being single again and adjusted to the idea. I’m happy to move on with my life. Are you satisfied or do you want more gossip?”

      He smiles again, and I wait for the inevitable snark. Some sort of dig I’m sure he’s saved up for this occasion. I’m positive my divorce was a holiday he was dying to celebrate. When he could have his boy back and they could return to their bachelor ways of drinking and fucking their way across town together.

      “Harper? I need you!” my director calls from across the hall, and I nod my understanding.

      “It was nice catching up. Have a lovely time.” I plaster a fake smile on my face as I look at him one more time, wanting to make sure my director sees me being charming even when I feel anything but. My eyes drift over him for a second. One last good look for the road before I, hopefully, avoid him for the rest of the night. But I could still keep a little mental note of him looking like this. Especially now I could do it without feeling guilty that I was ogling my husband’s best friend. After all, I was only doing what half the women in Seattle would do in my shoes.

      “You too, Saint.” A ghost of a smile drifts across his lips as I walk away.
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      I watch her walk away, shaking my head a little as I run my tongue along the edge of my teeth. That fucker failed to mention he was divorced for months. I wonder how many. I wonder how long he thought he could keep up the ruse. I’m curious what finally pushed them over the edge too, because while neither of them had seemed particularly happy for some time, they’d still clung to the illusion of it, especially in public.

      I’m also curious if she’s being honest about it being her choice to end it because while I have no doubt she’s the one that called the lawyers first, I doubt she just woke up one morning with that inclination. I can almost guarantee he was the one that caused it, because despite her ice-cold and calculated demeanor whenever she talks with me, she’s one of the kindest people I’ve ever met. She’d been a good wife to him. Done everything to make him, his family, and his friends happy. I’d watched her on more than one occasion stress and worry over every detail on a holiday or his birthday. Heard about the way she took care of him when he was sick. Saw the pictures of vacations she planned to help him get time away from the stress of work.

      While she’s shocked he wouldn’t have mentioned it, I’m not surprised. If there’s one thing we don’t agree on, it’s his wife. We haven’t since the moment he told me they were dating. So I can absolutely guess why he doesn’t want me to have that information, but I can’t wait to see his face when he finds out I do.

      I wander back out and see Tobias across the room leaning up against the bar. His head tilts as he sees the look on my face, and I grin even harder.

      “You just got here. What could possibly have you in a good mood this quickly? You already down a glass between now and the walk in?”

      “No, not yet. But thanks for the reminder that I’ve got limited time left to enjoy it before the season.”

      He nods to the bartender to give me the same as he has and then looks back at me. “So?”

      “She divorced him, and that fucker tried to keep it from me.”

      “Who is she?”

      “Drew’s wife. Harper.”

      “Noooo…” His eyebrows raise in response. He hadn’t been around them nearly as often as I had over the years, but they’d come to enough events at Ben and Violet’s that he knew what a stupid move that was. “No fuckin’ way. Did she tell you that?”

      “I noticed she wasn’t wearing a ring, asked if everything was good and she said no. She was shocked he hadn’t told me and didn’t seem too happy to have to deliver the news.”

      “He wasn’t stupid enough to divorce her though, was he? She was out of his fucking league.”

      “No. She left him.”

      “Explains why he wasn’t in a hurry to tell anyone.”

      “That and a few other things…” I smirk as the bartender hands me a glass.

      “Can’t be that long if he was able to keep it quiet.”

      “A few months it sounds like. Which also explains why they didn’t do anything for his birthday. Frankly, they were weird as fuck even at the last party they had, so I wonder how long it’s been brewing.”

      “Well, good for her. Bad for your friend.”

      “How long’s the mourning period for a divorce you think?”

      “I don’t fucking know. My friend just got divorced and was fucking a new chick at the bar the night the papers were signed. Don’t know about his wife, but if she divorced him… Wait… you’re not…?” Tobias looks at me with skeptical concern.

      “Why not? After him, she might reconsider it.” I roll the ball of ice around in the glass.

      “Remind me to keep any and all potential wives far away from you.”

      “I saw her fucking first,” I grouch because I’d not only seen her first, but I’d fucking kissed her first. Not that Drew knows. Even though I’d wanted to tell him half a dozen times. Even though I can almost guarantee he suspects it.

      “Yeah? She a ball on the playground?”

      “No, but you fucking know what I mean. I’m not in the habit of fighting over a woman or pursuing taken ones, but you know this wasn’t that. You were there when we met.”

      “I’m just giving you shit. If you think she’d go for it. I guess it’d be the ultimate rebound. How’s he gonna feel about it?”

      “Probably the same way I felt.”

      “You wanna piss your agent off that way?”

      “He can’t afford to lose me as a client. Especially if he’s having to pay alimony.” I grin at my luck.

      “Well…” Tobias shakes his head and gives a shrug before he slides his glass back onto the bar top. “I know better than to try to talk you out of shit.”

      I turn around to look for her but instead, I’m greeted by a woman with graying hair wearing a sharp-looking suit and heels.

      “Hello! You must be Mr. Xavier. I’m the director of the museum. Harper told me you might be interested in helping us save the museum, and I’d love to tell you more about how you could support the institution and the community. Do you have some time?”

      I hear a little choked laugh from Tobias that’s quickly covered by a cough as he stands a little straighter.

      “And you’re Mr. Westfield, right? She pointed you out as well. I’d love to talk to both of you if you have a minute.” She flashes a pearly white smile, and I turn to Tobias, giving him a little shit-eating grin. That’s what he fucking gets for being amused by my fate.

      “Sure, we’d love to hear more.” I nod and follow her lead over to a table where she begins to give us her prepared speech. One I don’t really need to hear because I’d already planned to do what I could, but if Saint thinks I need to be tortured for a while first, I’m willing to submit to it.

      

      When I finally escape thirty minutes later, I go looking for her, wanting to thank her for the very detailed sales pitch from her boss on saving the museum. One that ended in an invitation to take me and my father, the much-lauded senator, out to lunch to show us examples of how some of the money would be best used. I figured that’s why she’d pointed me out to her director. I might be able to sway public opinion, but my father could sway votes if he wants to. I grin at the idea of my father wanting to go out to lunch to discuss museums, let alone agreeing to do it with me. If it didn’t garner him swing votes, he didn’t give a fuck. And the only time he wants me is when my fame wins him political points with Joe Football on Election Day.

      I scan the room looking for her, slowly making my way down the hall until I spot her in her black dress and cardigan. I can only see half of her face because one of my teammates is blocking the rest of her. It’s Daniels. The new guy no one but management wants here because he’s a raging asshole more concerned with attention than the game. He’s leaning over her, one hand against the wall, his other hand disappearing between the two of them. I don’t like the fucking look of it at all. So I pick up my pace, closing the distance between us and when I get close and my eyes finally catch on hers, I feel my blood run cold.

      She’s shifting on her feet, looking distressed despite the smile that’s still plastered on her face and Daniels is being way too familiar with her for his own good, running a hand down her side as if he knows her. He’s either too drunk or too fucking stupid to leave her alone. Either way, I’m going to handle it. His choice is whether it’s the easy way or the hard one.

      When I get close, she looks relieved to see me, her eyes coming to mine and giving me a pleading look. If she’s looking to me to save her, whatever he’s done or said is beyond the pale, and I’m already planning how to break his arms for touching her.

      “Step away from her,” I say, loud and firm.

      His head swivels and his eyes run over me. They’re glassy and the ill-advised smirk he gives me tells me it’s both—stupid and drunk.

      “Can I help you?” Irritation is rife in his voice.

      “Yeah. Start by not touching her and then leave some room for her to breathe between the two of you.”

      “We’re having a discussion.”

      “Fairly fucking certain you can have it without putting your hands on her.”

      His smug little grin grows tighter.

      “You of all people should know when someone wants our help, they’re happy to be hands-on about it.”

      The idea that he thinks he can fucking do this because she’s advocating for her job makes me lose every ounce of patience I’d been maintaining tonight. After the week I’ve had, that’s frankly not fucking much. Even less when it comes to anyone touching her. And lumping me in with this bullshit like I’d do the same? Hell fucking no.

      I snap.

      She makes a little gasping noise, and a second later I feel pain in my fist. He stumbles and then regains his footing. His eyes raise to mine, fury coloring his muddy blue irises. He pulls his arm back to throw a counterpunch and catches her on the corner of her mouth with his elbow. The sound she makes and the way she crumples against the wall are the last fucking straw. I go for his fucking throat to slam him against the wall, taking another swing at his face. I miss his neck when he dodges but get in another solid punch to his jaw on the upswing. He tumbles back against the wall, sliding down it, and I’m ready to pummel him into the fucking ground.

      But she’s up and on me, her hands on my arm, pleading with me at my side.

      “Alex! It’s fine. I’m fine. It’s enough. Stop!” I hear her yell over the sound of the blood in my ears, but it’s too late.

      He’s up again wildly throwing his fists and I’m blocking them just waiting for the moment I can haymaker his ass to the fucking floor. One of his punches comes hard, and I grab his wrist when he misses, twisting it as he cries out in pain.

      “Holy fuck!” I hear Tobias call out, and I hear the steady beat of shoes on the floor coming our way before I’m pulled back from the fucker in front of me. It pisses me off that they got here a second too soon for me to drop him.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Ben’s voice is just behind Tobias even though I can’t see him, and I hear him groan when he sees the state of things.

      “This guy was… cornering me. Alex was trying to help.” I hear Harper at my back, but Tobias still hasn’t released his grip on me. I’ve got pounds and inches on him, but he has a vice-like grip on me as he holds me back.

      “She’s being fucking polite. This fucker thought he could put his hands on her. Should call the cops for assault.”

      “Assault? She’s out here sweet talking me asking me to help her cause and batting her fucking eyelashes. She was asking for me to fucking touch her!” Daniels yells out, cradling his arm as one of his friends has appeared and is holding him back from charging me again. It’s wise because, in his state, I’d only need one more shot to level him.

      “Asking for it?” I snarl. “I’m gonna fucking kill him. Just let me do it. I don’t give a fuck.” I try to rip free from Tobias’s grip, but he digs in, and Ben steps between us.

      “First, you don’t fucking treat women like that anywhere, but especially in my fucking home. And second, you’re at a fucking fundraiser. She’s one of the curators.” Ben’s tone is icy, and if he’s this pissed, I feel justified.

      Daniels swipes at his lip and it’s bleeding heavily. I’m at least satisfied that I’ve fucked him up a little, but I’d be happier if he was unconscious.

      “Fuck you, Lawton. You assholes think you fucking run things. I’ll show you who runs things. I should call the fucking cops on your ass. Have them arrest you for fucking assault, Xavier. See how much you run your pussy-whipped mouth then.”

      “You do that and you’re gonna have to explain how he’s in the wrong after you gave his girlfriend here a fat fucking lip,” Tobias shouts over my shoulder, and I can hear the anger rising in his tone.

      “His girlfriend?” Daniels’s brow furrows.

      I glance at Tobias out of the corner of my eye, and he gives me a meaningful look.

      “Which is exactly how I fucking know there was nothing but fucking politeness on her end. Not a fucking chance on earth she wants anything to do with you when I’m the one she comes home to.”

      I see Saint’s eyes flick to mine, but she doesn’t say anything.

      “I think it’s time for you to go.” Ben looks at Daniels and nods to the door.

      “We’ll see what the fucking coaches think it’s time for when I tell them about this. Some fucking welcome to my new team.”

      “Yeah well, we didn’t fucking want you in the first place. You should have fucking stayed in California!” Tobias calls after him.

      “Tobias…” Ben says under his breath giving him a look.

      “It’s the fucking truth,” I echo the sentiment.

      “Yeah, well we’ll see who’s on the field after this.” Daniels spits blood on Ben’s floor as he wipes at his face again, and I hear a little gasp from Harper.

      He and his friends make their way out of the house, throwing one last look and a finger over their shoulders as they leave. Once the asshole’s finally out of sight, Tobias releases his grip on me, and I roll my shoulders and my neck.

      “I don’t know that you needed to be that fucking overzealous,” I grumble at Tobias.

      “You were threatening to kill him.”

      “It was an overstatement. I was just planning to maim.”

      “Do it wrong and it’ll be him in a hospital and you in a jail cell. No thanks.” Tobias gives me a pointed look.

      I needed to learn Westfield patience. Both brothers and their father had it in spades even when they were pissed. The ability to stay calm no matter what was put in their way. I just see fucking red and go for the throat. He’d pulled me out of more than one fight on and off the field. I was probably lucky he was here tonight given she was at the center of this.

      My eyes land on her again and there’s a little trickle of blood on her lip that has me feeling like I want to follow his ass out the door to finish what I started.

      “You okay?” I frown as I get closer and see the swelling setting in.
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      “You okay?” His eyes go soft as he reaches for my chin, tilting it up and to the side gently to get a better look at what I am sure is a lovely bruise already forming.

      “Well, I think my work is over for the evening.” I try to laugh because having a whole group of football players staring you down is intimidating. Especially when you’re the reason for the screeching halt to everyone’s fun this evening.

      “I’m serious.” His eyes find mine, and as I look down, I see the blood on his hand and shirt.

      “I’ll be fine. Are you bleeding or is that his blood?” I reach for his hand and see even more blood smeared across his forearm.

      “I’m fine. Your face though. Maybe we should call the fucking cops.” He eyes the door, and he looks to Tobias who gives him a swift shake of his head.

      Violet chooses that time to walk in and quickly closes in on me. Her eyes dart around the scene as she tries to make sense of it. Alex steps back so she can see the damage.

      “Oh my god! What the hell happened?”

      “Our new lineman fucking happened. Fucker should be arrested.” Alex practically growls the words.

      “Let’s not make the situation more dramatic than it already is. I just need some ice.”

      Violet looks back and forth between Alex and me.

      “I’ll get you some ice too. You wanna use the restroom upstairs?”

      “If you don’t mind,” I say sheepishly, feeling guilty she put on this perfect event and now I’ve ruined it by helping cause this scene.

      “Of course not. I’m really sorry, Harper.”

      “I’ll be fine. Honestly. I barely feel it if I don’t touch it. But Alex, we should get the blood off you before you get it on her furniture.”

      He glances down at his hand but doesn’t say anything. He looks rattled like he’s finally coming to some sort of realization that this is all a huge mess.

      “Come with me?” I ask quietly, tugging on the edge of his shirt gently as I walk by him.

      He trails behind me, following me up the stairs to the hall bathroom, and shuts the door halfway behind us. His eyes land on my lip again, and now that I’m standing in front of a well-lit mirror, I can see why he had such a visceral reaction. My lip is split and bloody, the swelling already making me look like I went two rounds in a boxing ring. His hand slides under my chin again, turning me so he can look closer.

      “I’m gonna fucking kill him.” His eyes darken, and I can tell I’m about to lose him again to whatever rage-filled tirade he’s about to go on. Just the way I saw him snap downstairs. Alex’s temper was infamous for a reason.

      “How about instead, we clean up your knuckles before you get blood on my dress and then figure out why it looks like you’re bleeding through that shirt.” I nod down to his side.

      He flips the faucet on and starts soaping up his hands, the bubbles foaming up over his tattooed knuckles and the bloody bruises where he’d punched the fuck out of his teammate. I watch, in part because there’s not much else to do in this room, and in part because his hands are sexy as fuck. The swirl of the ink over his veins distracts me. My mind immediately starts wandering, and I have to make an effort to stop it.

      This is the problem with Alex, especially being in close proximity to him. I notice all the little details about him that I like and forget about the whole package which is a giant red flag hoisted on top of a train wreck barreling down the rails at three hundred miles per hour. I glance up to see if he’s caught me staring, but he looks too lost in his own thoughts to notice.

      My eyes slip down to where the stain is on his shirt as he turns the faucet off again and dries his hands on the towel hanging next to the sink. The shirt is black, but in this light, I can tell that my earlier suspicion was right. There’s definitely blood there and now I can see where a hole has been ripped through it.

      His eyes follow mine and he tilts his head when he sees what I’m seeing, his hands going to the buttons on his shirt. He makes quick work of the bottom few and untucks it before he pulls it back. I immediately regret telling him to investigate it while I’m still standing here because now, I’m getting a view of him I try to forget exists. The expanse of skin, the muscles, and tattoos are something that distracts me for full seconds before I can think straight again. It’s honestly embarrassing and I should probably not have come in here with him. Except I see where there’s a pretty deep gash and reach forward to pull his shirt back the rest of the way so I can get a better look, wincing when I see the way the flesh has been torn open.

      “Doesn’t that hurt?” I ask letting his shirt go again, looking around for a washcloth.

      “I guess. I didn’t notice it until now. He had a sharp ass fucking ring on. He must have caught me.”

      “We should wash it out before it gets infected.” I try hard to focus on the cut and not let my eyes wander beyond it. The man took a beating for me and the least I can do is try to help him fix it without ogling him in the process.

      “We? You gonna nurse me, Saint?” A glimmer of a smile flashes across his face.

      I roll my eyes as I pull a washcloth from the shelf and soap it up with water from the faucet. I can feel his eyes on me as I do it, and the silence in the room makes the air feel even thicker than it had before.

      “Here.” I hand it to him, and he takes it from me.

      Instead of using it on himself he slides a hand under my chin and tilts my face up, swiping the cloth gently over the corner of my lip. His touch is so soft that I’m caught off guard by it, and I feel the little kick in my heart rate that should have me worried. The one I’ve always felt when he’s too close, which is why I try to avoid these sorts of encounters at all costs.

      “I’m sorry you got caught in the crossfire.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “It’s not. But I just saw the look on your face and fuck…”

      “For the record, the look on my face was more ‘please come interrupt this so I can get away’ and less ‘beat his ass’.”

      “He got what he deserved though.”

      “And you?” I glance at his knuckles and his side.

      He shrugs, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth.

      “I probably got what I deserved for what I was thinking after you told me you’re divorced.”

      I feel like some of the oxygen has left the room. It might explain the tingle of awareness that’s creeping down my spine and the fact that I can hear my own breathing so loudly as he takes a step closer to me.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Saint.”

      “Like what?” My voice is barely audible because I’m trying to use whatever functioning brain cells I have left in this moment to tell myself this is a very bad idea.

      “Like you want the things I could do.”

      The partially open door kicks open and I take an abrupt step back from him, making his hand drop from my face. Violet’s form fills the door frame, two bags of ice in her hands. Her eyes fly back and forth between us, and we’re clearly being caught red-handed in her bathroom. Which is just lovely.

      “Ice!” she says loudly, her eyes wide, clearing her throat before she sets it down on the sink. “I see you found the washcloths and towels. You can use more to wrap the ice if you want. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      She says the words fast, and then dodges out of the room almost as quickly.

      “Wonderful,” I mutter softly under my breath.

      “What?”

      “Now she’s going to think something was going on.” I shake my head, staring down at the floor.

      “Nah. Give her some credit. She knows you well enough.” There’s a derisive tone to his voice that makes my eyes snap up, but he’s already focused on cleaning up his own wound. So I ignore it and forge ahead anyway.

      “You sure you don’t need stitches on that?” I start to reach out to him, but he steps back.

      “I’m good. You can go, Saint. I’ve got it. Go get ice on your lip.”

      I try to catch his eyes again but now it’s like he’s deliberately avoiding me, so I take a bag of ice and step around him to walk out the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      I take my time in the bathroom. Cleaning up the wound at first and then putting ice on my knuckles even though I don’t give a fuck if they swell. Then I just sit there for a hot fucking minute trying to process what I’m even doing, and how badly I might’ve just fucked myself getting into a boxing match with the new guy. That’s before we even get to the part where I practically confessed I’m still fucking harboring shit for her, and she looked horrified when Violet walked in on us. All fucking great ways to end an evening that had otherwise been halfway fucking decent.

      I need to pull my shit together, figure out how I’m going to explain this to Drew and management. I’d had a good reason for doing what I did. I just might have taken it a touch too far. But that’s the thing they were always telling me, that the road to hell was paved with good intentions and I never seem to be able to get off that particular path. Throw in my best friend’s now ex-wife and I’m fairly certain it’s a one-way ticket. So I just have to hope I can get one more stay of execution.

      

      When I get downstairs again, most of the guests have left and there’s a small council forming in the kitchen including Tobias, Colt, Ben, and Violet. They’re all chattering when I hit the door and look up, stopping abruptly. It’s obvious Colt, our quarterback, is being read in on the situation by his wide receiver unit, and my apparently traitorous friends. Loyalty to the quarterback over all else it seems.

      “What?” I grump as their eyes hit me.

      “Just discussing your fate.” Tobias looks me over once.

      “It was fucking stupid, I know. But the way he fucking had her up against that wall.” I look around, realizing I don’t see her anywhere. It kicks up a well of apprehension in my gut. “Where is she, anyway?”

      “She left. Said she needed to get home and was sorry. I think she was embarrassed after everything.” Violet looks at me with a raised brow.

      I’ll bet she fucking is. Especially after Violet walked in on her having a fucking crisis of ethics. Seriously considering whether she’d fuck her ex-husband’s best friend or not. I’m sure that isn’t the refined version of her that Violet usually sees.

      “Well, I hope you can patch that up because you’re going to have to make it at least look like she’s your girlfriend.” Tobias shakes his head.

      “What?”

      “You know he’s gonna run and tell his agent and management on you the second he has a fucking chance. The coaching staff is going to be breathing down your neck for taking your fist to the new guy’s face.”

      “What about him taking fucking metal to my side?”

      “Who started it?” Tobias gives me a look.

      “He did when he fucking touched her,” I argue, returning the sentiment.

      “Fair enough but if it looks like you two were fighting over some random woman, it comes across very different from him harassing your girlfriend.” Colt gives me a blunt perspective.

      “She’s not my girlfriend.”

      She might consider fucking me in secret, at least she had in the past, but no way would she attach herself to me publicly. She barely wants to be seen talking to me if her terse conversation tonight was any indication. If it hadn’t been for the excuse of Drew all these years, I’m fairly certain she’d have avoided me altogether. She’d made it pretty clear in the bathroom that her mind hadn’t changed on that front.

      “Well, you better pretend she is.”

      “They don’t need to do much pretending.” Violet makes a little face.

      “What?” Ben’s eyes float to hers.

      “At least not based on what I walked in on.” Violet flashes a mischievous grin, and now she’s piqued everyone’s interest.

      “I was helping her get the blood off her face,” I say defensively as all the inquisitive eyes in the room turn to me.

      “Oh, you were definitely helping her.” A little snort tumbles out of Violet and Ben rolls his eyes and kisses her cheek.

      “You both better help each other, yeah?” Tobias looks at me knowingly. If he’s worried, I’m probably in deep. Because the two of us usually blow off most of our would-be problems, enough money and influence and it’s easier to skirt things I might not have been able to otherwise. I try not to take it for granted, especially now when the veneer of it is probably wearing thin.

      “She’s going to like that idea about as much as she likes me.”

      “Yeah, but you know management wanted him. Even against the coaches’ advice. So they’re going to at least listen to the accusations he makes against you.” Colt’s look turns pointed.

      “I can talk to her if you want,” Violet offers, giving me a pitying look I hate.

      “No. I’ll talk to her.” I shake my head.

      Just fuck, is this going to be a nightmare.
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      The next afternoon I’m in my painting clothes, yoga shorts, and an old, oversized T-shirt, teetering on a ladder to reach the far upper corner of the wall. I’m still living in the house Drew and I own together. It’s a shell of what it once was. Most of the furniture and decor left with Drew because “he bought it” and I didn’t argue for it in the divorce. Frankly, I’m fine with all of that bad energy leaving with him, and I’m grateful to have a place to stay for a while longer that doesn’t require rent.

      In the meantime, we’re getting ready to put the place on the market. So I’m having to do all the updates by myself to get the house show worthy, which is less than fun and not exactly how I love to spend every weekend. Hopefully though, we’ll get a good offer on the house when it’s all said and done. Then I’ll have enough to be able to afford my own place—for a while at least. For now though, I’m stuck spending my Saturdays at home supply stores and my afternoons ascending steep ladders I have no business climbing.

      On the upside, a little pop of color on this wall would go a long way, and once I arranged a few more plants around the window again it could almost pass for livable. Might make my remaining time in this dreary house a little less sad.

      I bite my lip as I reach for the last corner, trying to steady my hand to get the edge without overpainting it when a loud knock comes at the door. I jump, practically falling off the ladder and dropping the brush to the floor in the process. Thankfully it lands on the drop cloth I’d put down, but it doesn’t stop the spray of color that splatters the white wall across from it.

      “Shit!” I curse, steadying myself before I climb down the ladder.

      I have no idea who could be knocking. Probably someone wanting to sell something and I’m trying to remember whether it’s Girl Scout season or not. Very few people know I still live here and I’m not expecting any deliveries. I walk to the door and peer through the peephole, shocked when I see the form on the other side.

      It’s Alex.

      I jump back away from the door and press against the wall like he can see me through it. I have no idea what he’s doing here. Who the hell just shows up at someone’s house? This is what text messages are for. Maybe a call if it’s urgent. You don’t just show up.

      I stare down at my clothes and the paint I have splattered over my hands. I can’t answer, but I can’t not answer. Damn him.

      There’s another knock, softer this time.

      “You gonna open the door, Saint? Because I heard something fall and I could see the light change behind the peephole. So you might as well tell me to go fuck myself to my face rather than hide.”

      I glare at him through the door. He’s the last person I want to see after last night. After I almost did the stupidest thing imaginable and kissed him. I’m blaming it on some sort of post-rescue haze. There has to be some psychological term for it. White knight adoration syndrome maybe? Except Alex is no fucking white knight. He’s the villain in just about everyone’s story, even his own.

      “Your neighbors are staring at me. I’m pretty sure they recognize me, and I’m not in the mood for autographs right now. So tell me to fuck off or open the door, Saint.”

      I take a deep breath and lean forward, swatting at the deadbolt and unlocking the door while trying not to smear paint everywhere. I open it and take him in. And fucking hell, he looks good, again. And I look like… I’ve just been painting and nearly fell off a ladder. Excellent.

      He steps inside and closes the door behind him without asking.

      “What do you want?” I don’t move from my spot because the last thing I want is him in my space. His giant ass frame taking up all the room and oxygen. I need to get a grip on whatever this is where I’m all heart palpitations and stomach flips when I see him. I’m a grown-ass woman.

      “Can I come in?” He gives me an impatient look.

      “You’re already in. Have you heard of something called texting? Or even calling?” I ask grumpily, madder at myself than him.

      “Because you were going to answer me if I did?”

      “Yes.”

      “Liar.” His eyes narrow on me.

      “How did you even know I still live here?”

      “Violet and Ben told me.”

      “Wow. I guess I need to have a discussion with my friend about boundaries.”

      “She knew I was desperate.”

      “For what?”

      “We need to talk about last night.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about. Stupid decisions were made all around. It’s over now.”

      “Except it’s not, because the asshole decided to run to management this morning. Now they and everyone else are breathing down my neck about what happened, including my agent.” He gives me a meaningful look when he mentions the last bit because we both know that spells trouble.

      “I don’t see how Drew is my problem anymore.”

      “He doesn’t know who the woman was, but when he finds out… You can guess how that’s going to go over. Especially when I tell him we’re dating now. So I thought you might want to have a discussion first and get some early planning in on this?”

      “I’m sorry… We’re dating now?” I blink at him.

      “Can we have this discussion somewhere other than your entryway?”

      “Not really. I’m in the middle of painting. That’s why you should text first.”

      “Painting what?” He looks curiously over my outfit.

      “The walls. I’m trying to get the house ready to sell.”

      He sidesteps me and makes his way out of the entry into the house despite my reluctance, taking a look around. His brow furrowing as his eyes land on the sparse furniture in the house. It’s a shell of what it once was, especially the last time he saw it.

      “What the fuck happened? You selling soon? Where’s all the furniture?” He glares at the couch, the last remaining piece of furniture besides the TV and the overturned box that serves as a coffee table.

      “Drew took it when he moved out.”

      “Why are you still living here like this?” His eyes drift over the wall I’m painting.

      “Because it’s what I can afford. I’m saving up for an apartment. I have a nonprofit salary, remember?”

      “What about the money from the divorce? The alimony. I know how much he fucking makes.” Alex’s eyes come off the wall to meet mine.

      “We weren’t married that long, and I didn’t want his money. I’m fine on my own.”

      “Living like this? Like you’re a college student squatting in an old house?”

      Wow.

      “Okay. Did you just stop by to insult me or is there a purpose to this visit?” I cross my arms over my chest and stare at him.

      The furrow in his brow relaxes a little as his eyes drift over me once more. He looks up at the ceiling and runs a hand through his hair before his eyes find me again.

      “I need to know if you can… If we can pretend for a while. At least until this blows over.”

      “Pretend what?” I’m fairly certain I know what he’s referring to, but I want to make sure that I’m understanding the insane thing he’s suggesting.

      “That we’re together.”

      I blink at him rapidly.

      “Just until this blows over. I assume you know I’m on a short leash as it is for the off-field shit. Beating my teammate's ass is going to land hard on the record I already have.”

      “I don’t see how us dating gets you out of that.”

      “If I kicked his ass because he touched my girlfriend inappropriately, that’s gonna look one way. If we were fighting over some random woman at a party, that’s another.”

      “How’s it going to look when they think you’re dating your best friend’s ex-wife?”

      “He doesn’t play on the team.”

      “He’s your agent.”

      “That’s my problem. Not theirs. And I can handle Drew.”

      “Like you handled the guy last night?”

      “Drew is half my size. He wouldn’t be stupid enough to try.”

      I stare at him for a minute, pondering the idea he’s suggesting. I don’t even know what us fake dating looks like in practice. I’m a recently divorced middle-class suburban woman working at a nonprofit for pennies. He’s the all-pro defensive end who lives in a high-rise with a view who signed a record-setting deal. I scroll dating apps for divorced accountants with dad bods, and he dates celebrities with personal trainers. We do not mesh, and I can only imagine how amused Drew would be by the idea.

      “No. The last thing I want in my life is for my ex-husband to think I’m so desperate I’m fake dating his best friend. No thank you. Let alone the world wondering how the hell we ended up together. Also, no thank you.”

      He shrugs, “Having the world believe you moved on to his best friend will probably get under his skin more than you think. I mean we could not tell him it’s fake.”

      “He didn’t even tell you he was divorced. How’s he going to think this happened?”

      “I ran into you at an event at Violet’s place. Found out you were single. We’d been drinking. One thing led to another.” Another half-hearted shrug.

      “How much was I drinking that I lost all sight of reason, not to mention moral and ethical boundaries?” I snipe at the idea of being some drunken hookup of his.

      “I don’t know. How much did you have to drink last night? Cause I’d guess only another glass or so more than whatever that was given the way you were looking at me.”

      I scoff. “I’d need to be half a bottle deep to want to give someone as arrogant as you any more punches for his frequent fuck card.”

      “You remember I’m here because I was trying to help you, right?” His eyes blaze a warning at me. “I could lose my starting spot. Fuck, I could lose my spot here period.”

      I slide my eyes across the room because it’s too hard to hold his gaze. He’s right. He’d had good intentions last night. Really, he’d been nothing but kind to me, which is part of what has me so rattled. Because he’s been all I could think about since, and the last thing I need is to be nursing a crush on my ex’s best friend. That only ends one way. So the last thing I want is to help him through this, forced to pretend we’re together. I just don’t have a good excuse not to. Especially if it’s the difference in his career.

      “I understand that, but it was also the last straw in a long line of offenses if that’s the case. You can’t put that all at my feet. I was married to your agent, remember?”

      “Good to know he takes the NDAs seriously.”

      “He didn’t tell me details. And it’s not like you don’t make the tabloids.”

      “All the fucking same. But good to know you’re so riveted to the details of my personal life.”

      We stare at each other for a minute before I finally sigh, realizing I’m going to cave because however much he gets under my skin I’m fairly certain he usually means well, and I know he’s a good person underneath it all. Plus he wouldn’t be here if he didn’t have to be, asking me for a favor when he could be anywhere else.

      “I’ll do it. But it’s going to be a disaster. We can’t last ten minutes alone without ending like this.”

      “We’ll figure it out.”

      “How do you suppose we do that?”

      “Same as everything. Practice.”

      “I guess we’ll find out.” I shrug. “We’ll have to tell Drew though. I don’t want the fallout of him thinking this is real, and we’ll probably need his help and your publicist’s in order to make this seem plausible.”

      “Fair enough.” He shrugs his agreement.

      “Okay…” I say, waiting for him to make the next move. Hopefully out the door so I can try to process this whole idea.

      “Do you want to go get dinner?”

      Oh. We were starting this now. I’m not remotely prepared for that.

      “I’m painting.” I point at the wall and then at my appearance, but it’s not a great excuse because except for the top bit I haven’t finished yet, it’s mostly done.

      He eyes the little strip of white at the top skeptically and looks back at me.

      “I’ll finish it while you get cleaned up.”

      “You’re not dressed to paint.” I return the skepticism in kind.

      He smirks for half a second and reaches a hand back to his collar, tugging the shirt off in one quick move and tossing it on my dining room chair.

      And fuck.

      “Problem solved. Go get ready.” He nods to my bathroom.

      I bite the side of my tongue and remind myself that I absolutely one hundred percent do not actually want this man. Some parts of me just think I do. I can’t help but let myself have one little peek though, one quick downward drift of my eyes. Because now I can see everything I’d only gotten a glimpse of last night—a mess of muscles and tattoos, ones that cross over his chest and shoulders and wind their way down his arms. I want to study them closer. Except, before I can get past his neck, I notice the chain he has around it. Something that I can’t possibly be seeing right.

      I reach forward and grab it, turning it over between my fingers and then glance up at him. I’m dangerously close when I shouldn’t be, but I need to be sure I’m not hallucinating.

      “How do you still have this?” I stare at it.

      It’s a saint’s medallion that I’d gotten for him in Italy. We’d been getting presents for everyone to bring back on our honeymoon, and when I saw that Saint Sebastian was the patron saint of athletes and warded off the plague, I couldn’t stop myself from getting it for him. He’d been equally amused when he opened it. But that was years ago.

      “Uh…” There’s an uncharacteristic pause in his voice. “Oh. I forgot that you gave it to me. I wore it for a game once and it’s been lucky, so I keep it on.”

      I turn it over before I release it and let it fall back against his chest.

      “Well, I’m glad it’s working.” I put distance back between us. “I dropped the brush when you knocked so it’s on the floor underneath the ladder. And there’s a mess on the wall. I really probably should finish it first.”

      “I’ll take care of it. Just go.” His eyes slide over me and my messy appearance one last time and then he turns to the task at hand.

      

      Ten minutes later and I’m trying to get my hair and makeup in some semblance of order while I ponder the fact that Seattle Phantom’s star defensive end is now shirtless in my house painting my wall while I get ready for our first fake date. Because literally what the fuck has happened to my life in the course of the last twenty-four hours. Too much. That’s what.

      I’m not sure I can do this. It’d be difficult with anyone, but with him, it’s asking for a whole host of things I don’t have much of at the moment; patience, self-control, perspective. I’m finding life in the post-divorce world to have a pretty short supply of any of them. Plus, he tests every nerve I have like he knows where the pain points are and wants to see how tight he can string them. I’m as likely to punch him as I am to fuck him most days. It’s a disaster waiting to happen.

      Another fifteen minutes and I’ve managed to make myself mostly presentable. Now I just need to figure out where we’re going so I can pick something to wear. I step out of the bathroom and he’s in the process of putting the painting stuff away. I glance up at the wall and he’s managed to finish it. It looks almost perfect, and he even succeeded in getting a lot of the spray off the white paint.

      “Thanks,” I say, still keeping my eyes fixed on the wall because I don’t trust them not to wander.

      “No problem. You ready?” He turns his back to wash the brush out, and I steal a glance.

      I wonder where he’s wanting to go and hoping it’s nowhere fancy. He’s dressed pretty casually in dark jeans and what I remember of the shirt he had on. I frown at his back because I really need it back on.

      “Where are we going? Somewhere I can just throw on jeans and a top?”

      “Wherever you wanna go, Saint.”

      “Somewhere quick and casual is fine with me.” The less time we spend together while I get my head around this fake-dating-the-hot-football-star-thing, the better.

      “All right. I know a place down by the waterfront.”

      “Of course, you do,” I mutter under my breath as I walk back into the bedroom and to the closet to grab some clothes.

      I hear him crumple up some paper and toss it in the trash as he’s cleaning up.

      “So step one of us getting along is probably you not reacting to everything I say and do as though it's revolting…” he calls out through the wall.

      My hands pause on the first shirt in the drawer, and I stare down at the pile. I guess he has a point. But trying to find as much about him as revolting as possible has been a self-defense mechanism I’ve used since the day we met. It’s going to be difficult to undo all that hard work.

      “I’ll work on it!” I call back.
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      “I’m sorry I fucked up and you’re stuck in the middle of it. Truly.” He looks over me once and then his eyes drift out toward the water. “If I knew another way…”

      We’re sitting on the deck of a burger place under the awning off in a corner. I’m mostly just praying he’s not recognized because I’m not ready for that side of things yet—maybe never. But especially now when I have a cut and bruised lip that I don’t feel like showing off, I’m extra cautious. I glance back toward the inside of the restaurant and everyone seems lost in their own worlds and conversations so I’m not too worried, but it still makes me nervous.

      “The owner here won’t let anyone bother us. She’s a good one.”

      My eyes snap back to his, realizing he can read my thoughts. I don’t like the little whisper of curiosity I have at how he knows the owner or how she’s a “good one”. I can guess. Probably the same way he knows most women in his orbit.

      “And she’s a married friend of my sister’s. So don’t get fuckin’ ideas.”

      I frown at the fact he’s read my mind twice in the same number of minutes.

      “Stop reading my mind,” I grumble, eating another French fry off my plate.

      “Stop being obvious about what’s on it.”

      I glare at him for half a second for being right and then look out at the water.

      “How is the lip, anyway?”

      “It’s fine. A lot better than it was. How’re the knuckles and the side?”

      “Fine. Nothing I don’t get most weekends anyway.”

      There are a few moments of silence then, as we both eat our food and watch people walking down the pier.

      “So how does this work anyway?” I ask finally, wanting to know what my fate’s going to look like if this is a thing we’re doing.

      “I’m gonna talk to Drew and my PR team later after we’re done here. Let them know the situation. I’m sure they’ll have thoughts.”

      “That’s good, minus the Drew part. I’m not looking forward to that.”

      “So you’re sure you want to tell him this is fake?”

      “Yes. Better that than telling him it’s not and having him find out. Let’s go the route of least humiliating for me, shall we?”

      “As you wish.” He smirks, and I give him a look.

      “So what does this look like in practice though, between us? We just have to go out on dates a few times and be seen or whatever?”

      “Something like that. I did a stint a few years back with some actress that was coming up because my publicist Sam thought it would be good. It was basically that. Just going out. Doing some couple things. Making sure cameras saw us.” He shrugs.

      “Okay.”

      “I have a few things we can do. A friend’s bar is opening and there’s another fundraiser event this week. Then I can get you tickets to the first game.”

      “This week? Okay.” This week sounds soon. Too soon.

      “If there’s anything you want me to go to with you, just let me know.”

      “I can’t think of anything at the moment, but I’ll let you know.” Anywhere I would be going is no place for him, but it’s thoughtful of him to offer.

      “We’re gonna have to be able to do other things though. For the cameras.” He sits back in his chair, draping his arm over it.

      “Like?” I raise my eyebrow.

      “Touch. Kiss. Look like we actually like each other.”

      That all sounds like danger. Especially for me and my as of yet uncontrolled stomach flips and heart palpitations.

      “I like you just fine. Maybe we’re just not PDA people.”

      “You ever seen a tabloid cover of a couple where there wasn’t some PDA involved?”

      “No,” I grump, realizing he’s right.

      He looks at me like he enjoys my revelation, and then takes a sip of his drink.

      “But we need to have boundaries.” I point out the obvious. He’ll want them too. I doubt he wants me in his business acting like a real girlfriend would.

      “Like?”

      “It can’t go farther than that. Whatever we have to do publicly to have people think we’re a couple as long as it’s within reason, fine. But beyond that, we should keep our distance.”

      “Worried you’re going to fall for me, Saint?”

      Terrified is more like it.

      “Worried people will get the wrong impression.”

      “Can’t have that. So that’s your boundary then?”

      “Yes,” I answer, but then immediately wonder why he asked. If that’s his way of implying it’s not one he cares about.

      He nods, pursing his lips a little as he does it. “That’s fair. My boundary is that you aren’t dating or talking to anyone else.”

      “What?” I scoff.

      “You heard me.”

      “I’m recently divorced. There’s lost time to make up for.”

      His brow furrows. “I’m not having headlines saying you’re cheating on me.”

      “Unlike some people, I can be discreet.”

      “That’s my boundary, Saint. I’ll respect yours. You respect mine. That’s how we keep it from getting messy, right?”

      “Great. So now I have to waste even more time.” I shake my head, a sarcastic laugh coming out as I do it.

      “You’ll live.” He gives me a tight smile.

      “Fine. The same goes for you then. No women. Anywhere. Anytime. Not in real life. Not in your texts. Not in your DMs.”

      “Okay.” He lifts his shoulder nonchalantly.

      I roll my eyes. “I give it a day.”

      “Can’t wait to surprise you, Saint.”

      “I’m going to check up on it. Don’t think I won’t.”

      “Just let me know what you want to see. You can look at my phone anytime.”

      “I’ve heard that before.”

      “What?” He looks at me like he’s confused.

      “Like you didn’t know.”

      “Didn’t know what?”

      “That he cheated on me. I assume you’d have been his wingman in that. No other way he’s getting girls fresh out of college to date him.”

      “He cheated on you?” His voice has taken on a frosty tone.

      “You don’t have to pretend you didn’t know. I spent way too long doing that.”

      “I didn’t know.” There’s an insistence that makes me want to believe him.

      “You didn’t help him?”

      “He never touched another woman around me. I would have had his balls for it.”

      The way he says it, I almost believe it.

      “With the way orgies follow you around, he never fell in one? No trips to Paris for the two of you?” I laugh because it finally amuses me to think of Drew running around after him, and the laughter doubles as I imagine him trying to hit on young college-age women. Alex looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “Sorry, I just… oh god. I’m just imagining him trying to chase your leftovers around. Trying to pick up the women who are usually after you in his fucking loafers and dad bod. I feel sorry for the women, honestly.”

      “You thought I’d help him cheat on you?” He almost sounds insulted, and I really don’t know why.

      Before me, Drew had been as much about that lifestyle as Alex still is. I guess he really never quit considering the cheating. But they’d been each other’s wingmen in college, and I assumed Drew would be excited to pick back up where he left off. Having a professional football player as famous as Xavier as your best friend certainly improved your prospects.

      “Didn’t you? You never seemed thrilled that we got married. I honestly figured you might have been half the reason he finally agreed to the divorce. That you might have lured him with the promise of nights out and trips on yachts with lots of women. Except then you said you didn’t know. Which is still strange. I assumed that you would have thrown him a post-divorce sex party.”

      “No to fucking all of that.” He looks oddly grouchy, and I don’t know what I’ve said that’s offensive. “Is this why you’re radiating fuck-you energy?”

      “I guess it’s a part of it.” I shift in my seat because now I feel a little silly.

      “Then let’s clear this up right now. I didn’t know he cheated on you, and I sure as fuck wouldn’t have helped him. I didn’t know you had problems. Though I could have guessed with the way you two were acting at that last party. And like you already know—he didn’t tell me you were divorced. But you’re right. I wasn’t thrilled you got married because I didn’t think it would end well. I know Drew, probably better than anyone, and I didn’t think he was good enough for you.”

      “Oh,” I say softly, feeling like I’ve been put in my place ten times over.

      “I’m not the greatest guy in the world, Saint. But I’m not that much of a fucking asshole. Christ.”

      “I’m sorry. I just thought with you two being close…” I trail off, staring down at the table and feeling about two inches tall.

      He scrubs through his hair and stares out over the water again.

      “Being close doesn’t mean we’re anything alike. And frankly, I don’t know how close we are anymore anyway. We were close once and then stuck together because of our contract. Now though… I don’t know. If he’d cheat on you when you did nothing but worship the ground he walked on, fuck knows what he’d do to me.”

      “You do have a weirdly competitive friendship,” I acknowledge.

      “Yeah. Something like that…” he trails off and he looks past me into the distance like he’s thinking about something. I don’t want to press this conversation any more than I already have. I feel bad that I might have inadvertently hurt his feelings, and I hate that he was trying to protect me last night and I’ve been so prickly. Guilt suddenly washes over me.

      “Alex… I’m sorry. For everything. For being what got you into this mess and for thinking you would have done those things. Maybe we can try to start over. Try to be friends if we’re going to be stuck like this anyway?” I try to offer a white flag.

      His eyes come back to mine. “I got myself into this mess. I could’ve handled shit better than I did. I just reacted too quickly when I saw your face… But yeah, we can try that.”

      He gives me a small half smile that doesn’t feel entirely sincere, but it’s at least better than the grouchiness from before. He downs the rest of his drink and then pushes his chair back.

      “You ready?”

      “Yeah.”

      As we leave the place I can feel the eyes on us, a few whispers and smiles, as we walk past tables to the exit, and I wonder if this is just a taste of what it’s going to be like pretending with him.
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      When I get home that night I send a text off to Drew and my publicist Sam, explaining the situation. He’s unhappy in his reply, and he asks for a meeting with us both tomorrow. Now I have to get her on board with that, and I doubt she wants to see him. Not that I blame her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can you do an emergency meeting at Drew’s office tomorrow morning?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        SAINT:

      

      
        I guess. I assume he’ll be there then?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Unfortunately. Him and my publicist. They want to have a game plan and get our side of the story before the week starts.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Okay. I’ll see if Violet can meet me for mimosas after.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You can put them on my tab.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Deal

      

      

      

      

      

      I smirk at my phone before I tuck it back in my pocket and stare out at the view from my window. I’m fucked with this whole game we’re going to try to play. I knew the second I saw her at that party that everything felt as unresolved as it ever has, and the fact that she’s no longer his? The one thing that kept me at a distance—I’m fucking doomed. I don’t have the kind of self-control required. Especially when she looks at me the way she does. The little comments and hints of jealousy.

      But I can’t fuck this up. It’s too important for my career and I can’t imagine that she needs any extra stress or problems when she’s fresh off a divorce and fighting to save her own job.

      I pace in front of the window a couple more times, but I’m too unsettled to sit at home right now so I text Tobias.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Gym?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TOBIAS:

      

      
        Run instead? Trail up by my house?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        K. Be there in a bit.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      An hour later Tobias and I are hitting the trail near his house for a run. He always likes being outdoors for workouts, and I can’t say I hate it. At least if it’s not raining and making the trails slick. This particular trail is quiet enough that we don’t run into too many people and with hats on and heads down, they don’t usually recognize us anyway.

      We take our first loop around and then pause at a bench to stretch and catch our breath. He glances over at me and gives me a mocking grin, like he’s about to give me shit and wants to warn me.

      “So what’s got you so strung out?”

      He already knows the answer. He just wants to hear me say it. I give him an irritated look.

      “This is your fault you know. If you hadn’t fucking said that she was my girlfriend…”

      “He would have called the cops and reported you for assault? Yeah. I’m a terrible fucking friend.”

      “Might have been a better fate.”

      “What’s the deal? A little bit before that you were talking shit about going after her anyway. Asking what the mourning period was.”

      “I was running my fucking mouth. I would’ve talked to her a bit. Seen where she stood with things before jumping in headfirst.”

      “Yeah. Well, where does she stand? She not over him?”

      “She seems over him.”

      “Not into you?” He stretches his calves as he talks.

      “I never know with her. She looks at me like she wants me one second and is disgusted the next.”

      “I mean you do have that effect. Kind of your brand, isn’t it?”

      “Look who’s fucking talking.”

      “I own up to it.”

      “So do I. Just with her…”

      “Yeah. She seems much more straight and narrow than you. I’ve always wondered what the appeal was.”

      I shrug. I didn’t know how to explain it. It’s just a thing I feel around her. Like I’ve known her forever. Like we just fall in together without trying. At least when I can get past her walls. But the appeal? I have trouble finding something I don’t like.

      “She’s…perfect.”

      “Perfect?” Tobias looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “I’ve had a lot of really fucking amazing women. I wouldn’t describe any of them as perfect.”

      “Not literally. But fuck… whenever I talk to her. When we’re in the same room. It’s like all the other shit fades away.”

      “Like your reason and better judgment when you slammed your fist into your teammate’s face?”

      “It was ill-advised. I know. But fuck if I’d let anyone touch or hurt her if I could stop it.”

      “I gotta say it’s weird as fuck to see this side of you.”

      “Don’t worry. It’s gonna be short-lived. She has a whole list of reasons she wouldn’t touch me with a ten-foot pole. Us being shoved together like this is just going to make all of that surface faster than it would have otherwise, and she’s going to tell me exactly where I can fuck off to.”

      “Or she’s gonna decide you’re a perfect rebound.”

      I grunt a response. Some of her might be better than none of her, but it’s bound to leave my ego bruised if that’s all she wants out of me. Not that I was going to get that deep into my feelings on the subject.

      “You think you’ll ever find a woman that makes you want something more?” I look over at him while I stretch my ankle. It still locks sometimes over an old injury if I don’t keep it loose.

      “Doubt it. I’m not against it or anything. I just… What I’d consider perfect is a long and very specific list.”

      “Do I want to ask?”

      “Probably not. But let’s just say so far, I can find women who fit the intellectual side, and I can find women who fit the sex side, and there is a fucking gulf in the middle that neither can seem to cross.”

      “Have you—”

      “I’ve tried. Trust me. There were even one or two who made me think I could live without it because they were that fucking good, but in the end…” He shrugs. “I’d rather be alone than unhappy. You know?”

      “That much I get.”

      “You thinking you’d settle down?”

      “With the right person. I’m getting too fucking old for all this, I think. It’s fun in the moment but the next morning when I wake up to that empty fucking ass condo? That’s getting old.”

      “Don’t fucking talk about being old. We’re the same fucking age and I’m not getting old.”

      “If that’s what you wanna believe.”

      “Yeah? Gonna be like that? Let’s see who fucking beats who on this trail.” Tobias takes off.

      “Asshole!” I yell after him, because no way my lumbering ass beats his receiver legs but I’m still going to try.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Harper

      

      “I just… right now the less I see him the better. I’m over it. Don’t get me wrong. But when I see him, it reminds me he cheated on me, and that just makes me feel…” I trail off because most of the feelings it makes me feel are not ones I want to discuss. Especially not around Alex.

      “Yeah, well fuck him for making you feel any damn way that wasn’t fucking good. You didn’t deserve that. And his cheating? That’s his fragile fucking ego. It had nothing to do with you.”

      “I know. Logically I know that. But I can’t help feeling like maybe if I had been a better wife or maybe there was something I didn’t do that I should have, you know? And I’ve been through the therapy—the real kind and the kind where I sit around and drink with my friends about it. It’s just still hard to quiet those voices.”

      “He’s the one that lost though. He lost all the perfect things in his life when he lost you. The life that you gave him. His home. His future. So just remember that when we’re in there, okay? And if you’d rather stay in the car or not go… I’m not gonna make you, and I’ll tell him to go fuck himself if he complains about it.”

      “No. I can do this.” I straighten my spine and remind myself I’m not the fuck up in this situation and if I happened to fall into the arms of his best friend on accident, well, it is what it is.

      Alex holds his hand out, and I glance over at him, raising a brow in question.

      “Moral support,” he gives me a half grin, and I slip my hand into his. His fingers tighten around mine and we make our way toward the office.

      

      When we get inside, we’re directed to a conference room by Drew’s secretary, and we take seats at the table there. I already feel unsettled, and my stomach is in knots as I look around the room. I feel like I’m awaiting trial.

      Alex glances at me and down at the space between us for half a second before he grabs the underside of my chair and pulls, dragging me toward him and closing the distance between us down to a couple of inches.

      I look down at the narrow gap and then up at him, raising a brow. “Was that necessary?”

      “Yeah. I don’t want anyone in this room confused about what’s mine.” A smirk creeps up one side of his face and whether it’s that or the words, a flicker of want lights under my skin.

      I am normally good, so good, about ignoring his charms and his looks. Being my husband’s best friend and the irritated looks he’s always given me made sure that it wasn’t too much of a problem. But now? Now when the charm is leveled at me, when he says infuriatingly sexy things at a time when I’ve been feeling anything but—it’s unfair. I can’t help my reaction. And he must know because the devilish smirk creeps higher before the door pops open, and Drew and a small entourage enter the room.

      Drew looks pissed. Well, to an outsider who doesn’t know him, he looks fine. Like maybe he’s just had a rough morning and is tired. But I can see the subtle twitch in his jaw and the way his eyes coast over the two of us like he wishes he could say what he really thinks. But his eyes come to a stop when he sees my swollen lip.

      “You didn’t tell me she got hurt. How did that fucking happen?” Drew’s temper flares as he looks at Alex.

      It’s fucking rich coming from him. The person who’s hurt me the most in the last few years to be worried about a little surface injury like this.

      “He clipped her with his elbow when he was trying to hit me.”

      “Jesus Christ. This is why I keep telling you to stop talking with your fucking fists, Xander. There’s only so many fucking times I can do something about it.”

      “Yeah, well you better do something about this one. That fucker is lucky he’s not in a hospital bed as far as I’m concerned.”

      “You should have called the cops.”

      “Yeah, and what would they have done? His agent would have shut that shit down fast, and you know it.”

      “I do know it.” Drew’s eyes land hard on Alex, and I raise my brow.

      “Don’t fucking imply I’ve ever been inappropriate with a woman. You know I fucking haven’t.”

      “No, you just have a habit of going after married women.”

      “I didn’t know she was fucking married. She told me she wasn’t, and I had no reason not to believe her until her husband showed up guns fucking blazing.”

      I’m going to have to figure out what that was about because it’s a story I’d definitely never heard.

      “That’s true I suppose. What’s your excuse here?” Drew’s eyes shift to me and if looks could kill, I’d be a melted puddle of goo on the floor.

      “Nothing happened when we were married,” I say, annoyed that he wants to accuse me of cheating.

      “I’m sure it didn’t.” Drew’s eyes go back to Alex, and they hold each other’s gaze.

      “Okay, well, all this testosterone bouncing around the room is more than I need this early in the morning on a weekend. So let’s move on shall we?” A woman in a gorgeous fitted skirt and blazer pipes up from the other side of the table.

      “I like her,” I announce, smiling at the woman and she gives me a surprised smile in return.

      “Samantha, or Sam. The publicist,” she introduces herself.

      “Harper. The problem.” I smile back.

      The guys look at us warily and then return their focus to the task at hand.

      “Did you look at the comments management and his agent sent over?” Drew asks.

      “Yes, all bullshit. He was all over her. She can tell you herself, and I think we should bring up the fact that he also fucking clocked her.”

      “Not on purpose.”

      “Still.”

      “We can put it in our report to management.”

      “Good. You do that.” Alex levels Drew with another look.

      “You have something else you want to say?”

      “I don’t like your fucking attitude. You should be on our side with this, and you don’t seem very invested.”

      “Having to figure out how to spin a story that defends the idea of my friend fucking my wife isn’t my favorite task of the day. Forgive me for not being more pleasant, Xander.”

      “Your ex-wife. My girlfriend.” Alex stands, and I jump up with him.

      “Fake girlfriend. Or at least it better fucking be unless you want—” Drew snarls and starts to stand, and I hold out my hands.

      “I think we just need a minute?” I look to Samantha, and she nods and slides her eyes to Drew.

      “Alex?” I turn to him, and he tears his eyes from Drew and looks at me. “Can we talk outside for a moment?”

      He gives me a reluctant nod, and we walk outside the conference room, down the hall, and out onto a small, terraced area of the building. When we reach it, he turns around and looks at me expectantly.

      “What? You want to just call it?”

      “No, I just thought you needed a breather. I don’t like Drew, but he’s been in your corner for years. I don’t think the two of you getting into it is going to help matters. Least of which over me and our fake thing here.”

      “Doesn’t that piss you off? That he thinks he owns you?”

      “No. He’s having the reaction I would expect. Put yourself in his shoes. I’m your ex-wife and now I’m dating him and it’s about to be very public because he’s famous and you’re not.”

      He considers the information for a moment, his brow furrowing and then he looks down at the ground.

      “Maybe.”

      “He’s a dick. He wants to fight. But you don’t have to let it get to you. You’re the bigger person—figuratively and literally.”

      His lips quirk up and his eyes scrunch like he’s about to make a comment.

      “Don’t do it.” I shake my head and raise an eyebrow at him.

      “Aw come on that’s no fucking fun, Saint.” He laughs, and I see the tension in his shoulders relax.

      “Yes. I know. I ruin the party. You good now? Can we go back without the huffing and puffing?”

      “Yeah, I’m good.” He rolls his shoulders back and it’s distractingly sexy.

      I need to get a grip.

      “All right. Let’s get this over with.” I nod toward the door, making a step in that direction, and he follows.
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      When we get back in Drew is more sedate and Harper’s hand is resting on my forearm, gently sweeping her thumb back and forth over my skin. He insists upon getting pictures of her injuries and mine because Daniels’s agent has documented all of his in a folder he’s given to management. I’m annoyed at the process, and even more annoyed that they’re making a record of the fact that asshole managed to catch her lip.

      After having us recite the whole incident again and documenting it for posterity, Drew finally leaves the room, and I feel like I can fucking breathe again. I’m not completely fucking heartless. I’m sure it’s not easy to see the two of us together, especially when he suspects a lot more is going on between us than there really is. But I also feel like he’s got zero right to say a fucking word given everything he’s done to her.

      

      “All right. Next up… our plans.” Sam’s eyes flick over to Harper, and they exchange quick smiles before Sam gets down to business. “The two of you need to create a social media footprint and fast. Pictures of you together, social outings, events, photos of her attending games, the quicker you get it all done the better. Do you have some candids of the two of you? Maybe even from before when you and Drew were married and Alex was at the house?” Sam’s eyes go to Harper, and Harper pales a little under her sharp assessment.

      “No, I don’t think so. I’m not much of a picture taker.”

      “You weren’t saying that when you were taking pictures of me naked in bed the other morning.” I smirk at her, and her eyes go wide before she narrows them and a blush pops on her cheeks.

      “Yes, well… While I am sure those would go viral on social media, I would rather not have half the women in the world seeing them. Those were private.” She teases me back.

      “I know, gotta have something to get you through the away games, Saint.”

      “Exactly.” She gives me a sly smile in return.

      Sam studies us both.

      “He’s joking. I’m joking. You know we’re joking right?” She remembers we have an audience.

      “Oh, you two are good. This thing you have could work in your favor. Have you thought about a joint account? You make short videos of you two together like that. People would eat that up.”

      “Now see what you’ve done, Saint. Sam’s been more than happy to just let me keep my mouth shut and look pretty.”

      “I mean, she might have the right idea.” She laughs and shakes her head at me. I even see Sam’s impenetrable mask crack a little with a smile.

      “This is the other reason we don’t post anything. I have a reputation to keep up and if they know how whipped I am, well…”

      “I mean that actually plays pretty well these days. A guy like you falling for someone like her, and she can put you in your place? I want a whole reality show like that.” Sam looks up then and looks back and forth between us. “Have you considered a reality show?”

      “No.” We both say in unison.

      “Oh well, that’s too bad. If you ever change your mind, let me know. I bet we could make it happen. They’d eat up the whole normal girl with the bad boy thing. Especially given who some of your exes are, Xander. It would probably get you some more high-dollar deals. I’m just saying… consider it.”

      “Yeah, I think we can skip that. I don’t think either of us could tolerate being followed by a camera.”

      “Well, when this hits wide, and I will make sure it does because we need it to, you will be getting followed by cameras. Probably be hounded by them for a while, so you’d better get yourself ready for that. Do you have any media training?” She shifts her gaze back to Harper again.

      “A little bit. I did a small boot camp with a PR firm a while back for interviews and things when we were getting ready for the push to save the museum.”

      “That’s good. That’s a lot better than I’d hoped. And you’re well put together so that’s a plus.”

      “Sorry, Saint. Sam here is a little blunt.”

      “That’s what you pay me for, isn’t it?” Sam’s eyes raise to mine for a moment.

      “Yes, but you could give the newborn fawn a second to adjust to her legs.”

      “They won’t give her that, so let her adjust in here where she can ask questions and make the mistakes in front of me.”

      She shakes her head and looks over at Sam. “It’s fine. I’m fine.”

      “All right. Well if you don’t have any questions for me, I’ll start putting a game plan together. Draw up a list of events and other things on Xander’s calendar that might work for the two of you and get some decent publicity. Then we’ll go from there. In the meantime, working on the social media footprint, yeah?”

      We both nod, and she hands Harper her card before she disappears out the same door Drew and his entourage had earlier.

      “Ready to go?” I ask

      “Yes. Get me out of here. I need that drink.”

      I laugh and open the door for her.

      “Such a gentleman.” She shoots me a wry grin.

      “While I’m in public anyway.”

      Her eyes shift then, flashing over me and then away as we get on the elevator.

      I could get used to this. Being around her. Teasing her. Seeing her smile. I wonder if I might even be able to convince her it’s not so bad.
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      We have a work meeting first thing on Monday and I’m barely awake for it. I’d been up half the night last night just trying to make sense of the fact that I was now officially Alexander Xavier’s fake girlfriend. I’d already gotten texts from his publicist suggesting different ideas for us to get more attention on ourselves as a new “it” couple in the city. Then she’d followed up with a list of events she thought we could potentially attend together, several of which I couldn’t imagine ever being invited to, let alone with Alex and me together as a couple, in public adoring one another for all eyes to see.

      “Morning Harper,” my boss says as she sits down, focused on her papers and checking to see if the smart board screen is on.

      “Morning.”

      “How’d things go? I guess I missed out on the night’s events. A couple of the development folks who were there said there was quite the dust-up at the end of the night.” She finally looks up at me with concern, startling when she sees my face. “Oh my god! And your lip!”

      My swollen lip has improved a lot since the night of the incident, but I was still nursing it back to a normal color, and the split wasn’t helping matters at all. Several more people wander into the meeting, and I cringe inwardly when they notice the same wound Eleanor did.

      “Oof,” Anderson, one of the other senior curators says as he sits down.

      “When were you going to tell us?” The head of the development office raises one perfect eyebrow at me as she takes her seat.

      The meeting today was scheduled to discuss how the event went the other night and what we all can continue to do to help get the levy passed. It’s an awkward sort of dance we have to play because as part of the institution, none of us are allowed to outwardly lobby for the levy, but we can be available to answer questions and support other people who want to promote the passing of it. Which was why Violet was heading the event the other night. As a member of the PAC that’s leading the charge, she’s able to do what we can’t.

      Without the levy the structural repairs to the building won’t be possible, the inspectors likely wouldn’t approve continued occupancy of the building, and the city will no longer be willing to pay the rent on the massive old building we couldn’t use. Without a building, we don’t have a museum and we’re already facing the need for budget cuts and staff reductions thanks to reduced attendance. We’re all feeling the pressure and it means every one of these meetings is like being thrown into a pressure cooker at the highest temperature.

      “Harper?” the head of the development office, Ashley, says my name.

      “What?”

      “When were you going to tell us you’re dating one of the most famous players in the league?” She raises an eyebrow.

      I have no idea why she thinks this is a subject for this meeting, or more importantly how she knows already. That’s something I’m going to have to find out quickly after this meeting. I’m guessing Sam had something to do with it.

      “It’s relatively new. I didn’t think there was any reason to share.”

      “I mean… have you considered talking to him about our problem? His high profile could get attention and votes.” Ashley gives me a pointed look.

      “He was there at Violet’s for the event,” I counter.

      “Yes but being there is one thing. He has a huge platform. Millions of followers on social media. People adore him. When he talks, they listen. Like when he wore those shoes last year and everyone had to run out and buy them. They sold out in a week. We could use that kind of star power.”

      This is the way it is when things get desperate in the nonprofit world. There was no delineation between your personal life and your work life. Anything and everything had to be leveraged to save the cause. Most of the time I fell in line on that front, but the idea of leveraging Alex’s celebrity for this when we are already in an awkward situation makes me bristle. The last thing I want to do is make our dynamic any more complicated and asking for those kinds of favors is bound to make it more convoluted than it already is.

      “As I said, it’s kind of new. I don’t like to ask him for those sorts of things.”

      “But you know each other pretty well, right? For a while? You pointed him out to me. Wasn’t your ex-husband involved with him somehow?” My boss offers up.

      She means well. Where Ashley is all strategy and cutthroat take-the-bull-by-the-horns attitude, my boss has a sweeter disposition. One where she’s a little aloof and clueless, and therefore offers up details like this that no one needs.

      “My ex is his agent, yes,” I say quietly.

      Anderson whistles under his breath. I want to kick him under the table. I feel the creep of embarrassment up my spine and I want to die that I’m having this conversation at a work meeting.

      “Good for you.” Ashley gives me a sly grin, assessing me as she sees me through new eyes.

      “Don’t we have more important things to talk about?” I point to the meeting notes in front of me.

      “Sure, but please reconsider talking to him. It really could move the needle.” She shoots me a pointed look.

      “I’ll think about it,” I say tersely, annoyed she won’t stop pushing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon I’m sitting in my office, holding my phone and trying to think of a way to even approach Alex on this. The last thing I want to do is ask for a favor, but I’m kind of doing him a favor, aren’t I? Being the loyal girlfriend he doesn’t actually have. It’s really just an exchange of favors if I ask for his help. I could do this.

      
        
          
            
              
        If I needed a favor from you… would you be willing?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ALEX

      

      
        Depends on the favor, Saint

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Well… Since you or Sam decided to let the public in on our budding relationship, someone at my work knows now and I’m being asked if my boyfriend could maybe show some public support for the levy or matching funds. I don’t want to ask, but also, I’m in this situation because we’re together so…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I was going to ask you and Violet what I could do anyway, so no problem. Just let me know what you need.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Really? That easy?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I mean, I’m sure I’ll find a way for you to pay me back.

      

      

      

      

      

      He sends a little devil emoji after, and I give my phone the side-eye. Not that I would necessarily mind paying him back. Ugh. I knew this was a terrible idea. I’m already having little fantasies about him and his stupid smile and his stupid abs. I need none of it. He is a massive distraction. A thing that could never happen in real life even if we wanted it to because he is who he is, and I am who I am. Plus the laundry list of entanglements he has with Drew whom I want nothing to do with. And that’s all assuming he would betray his friend in the first place.

      While I definitely could tell Alex was unhappy with Drew for what he’d done, they’d still been friends for three or four times as long as I’d known either of them. They went way back and given they both viewed women as entertainment more than partners, I doubt he’d risk shattering his friendship over me. The only reason this is working at all is that Drew is in on our little ruse and gave reluctant approval. That right there was enough to irritate me all over again—that I’m doing something with his approval and oversight, still, even after the divorce.

      I just hope this stupid game we’re playing is over soon.
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      Alex

      

      That night I meet Drew for drinks at one of his favorite places. I’m really not in the fucking mood for any conversation he wants to have given that I’d guess they all revolve around her, and we’re never going to see eye to eye. But I’m willing to give him the benefit of the doubt this once, mostly because I want the opportunity to tell him to go fuck himself if he does anything but tell me what a piece of shit he is for treating her the way he did.

      “Thanks for meeting me. I know you have a lot going on,” he says when he reaches the table, late as usual.

      I shrug half-heartedly and take a sip of the drink I’d ordered while I waited.

      “Sounds like you have less these days.”

      “I don’t know what she told you about how things went down or why we got divorced but I’m well aware I fucked up where she’s concerned.”

      “I told you before you got married to her that you needed to get your shit in order. That she wasn’t going to put up with any of it.”

      “Yeah, well I learned my lesson the hard way.”

      “I don’t really want to gossip about her like a couple of teenagers, so is there a point to this?”

      “Yes. I want to get our shit straight on this. Clear the air. Especially if the two of you are going to be putting on this show.”

      “How she and I interact really isn’t any of your business anymore.”

      “She was my wife, and you’re one of my closest friends and a client. I’m pretty sure I get a fucking opinion. Especially since I’m covering for you.”

      I don’t like the hint of a threat in that statement.

      “You can have an opinion. Can’t stop you from that.”

      The server drops off his drink at the table and he frowns at it for a second before he speaks again.

      “I’ll get to the point—I want her back. I fucked up, majorly. But I want her back, and I’m going to do everything I can to show her I’ve changed. I thought this could work in both our favors—you pretending to date her. It keeps you out of trouble, and as long as she’s dating you, she can’t be dating anyone else. That gives me time to get my act together again. Try to show her I can be better for her. Be the guy I should have been all along.”

      “You had years to do that, Drew. Literal fucking years to prove to her you were the right guy while she wore your ring on her finger.”

      “Yeah, well I never felt like I deserved her. I always felt like she was too good for me and—”

      “So you showed her by sticking your dick where it didn’t belong?”

      “I had a fucking problem. I know. But the women I slept with… weren’t her. You know? They were soft and easy, and not nearly so… everything she is. Not a force to be fucking reckoned with like her. I run multi-million-dollar accounts, and I still feel like I lived in her shadow. She’s always so fucking smart and clever. Everyone loves her and on top of that, she’s such a do-gooder. Helping with community events. Doing donation drives. Working with Violet and the rest of them to help support local initiatives and charities. I couldn’t keep up with all of that… I just wanted to sit on the couch and watch a game. Drink a beer. So yeah, I sunk to vices that made me feel better. And you know as well as I do that fucking someone who thinks you’re amazing just for existing is good for your ego.”

      “What I know is fucking your wife who loved and adored you, and did anything and everything you asked for, including putting up with your fucking family and schedule and all your vices with a smile on her face should have been the only thing you were doing. I honestly can’t fucking believe you’re trying to defend this to me.”

      “Because you’re so much fucking better.” There’s a bitter sarcasm in his tone.

      “I don’t have a wife. Trust me, if I did—especially one like you had, I wouldn’t have a problem keeping my eyes on the only thing I cared about.”

      “One like I had? Or the one I had? You gonna finally admit you have a thing for her?”

      “What I have or didn’t have is none of your business.”

      “What you had was my business if it was when she and I were married.”

      “It was before you were married.”

      “What?” The color in his face drains.

      “She wanted me first.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “I met Harper before you did. Violet introduced us. I spent a whole fucking night with her.”

      “You slept with my wife, and you didn’t tell me?”

      “I didn’t sleep with her, and she wasn’t your wife then. I spent a night with her. We were up talking about life, dreams, and all that kinda shit. But I was hard into my one night only phase at the time, and I told her I couldn’t offer more than that. She said she deserved more. She was right.” I press my lips together, staring out the window for a minute. “When she and I figured out that the two of you were dating later, and who we were to each other, we decided it wasn’t worth saying anything. She told me she had feelings for you and didn’t want to make things weird. ‘Nothing happened between us anyway except for kissing a few times so why tell him.’ So I agreed. She seemed happy with you, and I didn’t want to fuck that up for either of you. Now I feel guilty I didn’t speak up when I had the chance. Could have saved her all your bullshit.”

      “I got what you couldn’t have, and you couldn’t fucking stand it. Now it all makes sense. The way you looked at her. Why you were saying the shit you did on our wedding day. Jesus Christ that’s fucked. You know that’s fucked right?” He looks at me like I’m revolting, and then his eyes shift like he’s had an even worse revelation. “Did anything happen between you after we were together?”

      “No.”

      “Did you try?”

      “No. I told you. I’m not a fucking asshole. I thought the two of you were in love and I respected that.”

      “We were. We are. It’s just a rough patch. I have a hard time believing that you didn’t try.”

      “Well, you should. But trust me, if I’d known you were cheating on her I would have made sure she knew where she could find a warm bed of her own if she wanted one.”

      His fist hits the table loud enough that a couple of people around us look over, and I smile at him to reassure everyone that things are fine. Because Drew is a lot of things, but stupid enough to punch me in public isn’t one of them.

      “Some friend,” he mutters.

      “That I stayed away when I could have had her? Yeah. I’m fucking awful.”

      “Could have had her.” He laughs like it’s the stupidest thing he’s heard lately.

      “You think she would have chosen you if she’d known I was an option?” I should shut my mouth. Listen to Tobias. Try to be more like him. But I can’t.

      “Except you’re not an option and never will be. She would never want to be with someone like you and you fucking know it.”

      “Well, she also doesn’t want to be with a cheater, so guess we’re both shit out of luck now, huh?”

      “Fuck… I came here to ask for your help. I thought maybe you’d help me win her back. That at least if the two of you were pretending, it’d keep her from dating someone else. Give me time.” He huffs and lets out a sarcastic laugh, shaking his head.

      “I’m not going to help you win her back. She doesn’t deserve to be cheated on again, and I give it less than a year before you’re right back where you started.”

      “You don’t know me like you think you do.”

      “Don’t I?”

      He shakes his head again, pressing his lips together. “Well, I know you too. And if you think that you can win her over, being who you are… Forget it. She’ll never pick you, Xander.”

      “Well, look at it this way—if you’re right, then you’ll know she’s safe. She won’t be seeing anyone else while we keep up our arrangement, and she’ll have zero interest in fucking me. So feel free to try to show her you’ve changed. I doubt she buys it, and I’ll definitely enjoy watching her tell you to fuck off after everything you did to her.

      “I know I’m right. You’ll be the one pissed a second time when she tells you to fuck off. I might have fucked up, but she and I have history—a life together, memories, a family. You’ve got a reputation and a long list of past offenses.” Drew smugly stands, grabbing cash from his wallet and throwing it on the table.

      His barbs hit as intended but I don’t let it show, smiling and waving as he heads out the door. He might be right about my chances with her. She might not want me, but I’d make sure he never hurts her again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Harper

      

      We’re on our way to the grocery store to do some sort of clandestine surprise photo shoot there as part of this fake dating adventure. Alex picked me up after we were both done from work, and luckily, I was off a little early which meant I was able to actually fix my makeup and change clothes. I told myself it’s because of the photos, but part of me wants to look the part—at least try to look like I belong in his world.

      “I figure after we’re done with this, we can eat dinner at my place if you want. Talk some and try to figure out which of the things Sam wants us to do we’re actually up for,” he offers, keeping his eyes on the road.

      I’m slightly surprised he wants to spend time alone together, but I’m willing to try it. Knowing what sort of events I’m going to be attending would be helpful. It also meant getting a sneak peek at his place, which I’d always been curious about.

      “Okay. I feel like I need to mark this down on my calendar then. The day I was allowed in Alexander Xavier’s apartment.”

      “Funny, Saint.”

      “I might have to take pictures for social media. Brag about the access I have. Then I can have another awkward meeting at work about how they’d like to have an event at your place.”

      “I mean, if you want to, we could talk about it. It’s not nearly as big as Ben and Violet’s place.”

      “Don’t tell them that, then they’ll just sell it as an intimate gathering and hike the ticket price. Sell special access to your bedroom,” I mutter.

      “I’m sensing bitterness on your part there.”

      “I’m just frustrated. So is everyone else. We all know how this is going to end, barring some kind of miracle. Everyone is at each other’s throats; abandoning ship or doing more and more ethically gray things to try and keep hope alive that we save this place. It’s depressing, and I really used to love my job.”

      “Why is it so hopeless? Don’t families and stuff still go to the museum?”

      “Yes, but attendance has been down year over year. Our director is a little stifling too. She doesn’t want to try new exhibits or programs to try and change the demographics of attendance. She’s a nice person but she’s way too concerned with the ‘way they’ve always done things’. You know?”

      “I guess. Coaches can be like that sometimes too. So what, they’re pressing you all to use your connections?”

      “If we have them. Yes. When they found out I know some of the people I know—because most people in this industry know who Violet is and who she’s married to—then the pressure was on to see if I could get her to help. Now that they know about you… that’s not going to stop either. I’m really sorry about dragging you into it.”

      “It’s fine. I told you; I want to help. I owe you anyway. You’re turning your life upside down and putting it on pause to do this for me.”

      “I guess that’s true.” I hedge, glad I don’t have to feel guilty for thinking that myself earlier.

      “Speaking of pauses… Were you dating someone before? I never asked.”

      My eyes flash over to him for a second and back. Not a question I was expecting him to ask. I wasn’t dating anyone. I was sitting on my couch most nights. But I’m not about to admit that when he dates the women he dates and knowing he has a direct line to my ex-husband.

      “I was seeing someone. It was still early but I liked him,” I lie.

      “Oh yeah? How’d he take the news then?”

      “What news?”

      “That you’re dating me.” He grins and looks over at me for a moment.

      “I didn’t share that bit of information. I just said that I met someone else, and I wanted to see where things went.”

      “How long were you seeing him?”

      “Is this an interrogation?”

      “Just curious if you started dating before or after the divorce.”

      “A bit before we officially signed the papers. I mean he was already fucking other people, so it didn’t make sense for me to wait to date. But the first few guys were complete failures. It almost, almost, was enough to make me reconsider getting divorced.”

      “Well, I’m glad you did,” he says as he pulls into a parking spot.

      “You tell Drew that too?”

      “Nah. I told Drew he was a fucking idiot.”

      “You’ve talked to him since?” I feel a swarm of apprehension in my gut start to form.

      “Yeah. We had a drink. He didn’t really want to hear my thoughts on it, and he’s still not thrilled about our arrangement.”

      “I didn’t expect he would be.”

      “He’ll get over it. He’s just convinced he can win you back.”

      “Convinced he can win me back? We barely even talk and I’m pretty sure he’s still mid-post-divorce-hoe-phase.” I laugh at the idea there’d even be a chance of us together again.

      “What if he got his act together though? Apologized? Tried to work things out between you?”

      The apprehension turns another round.

      “You’re not taking his side, are you? Because if you try to lobby for him, I’m calling this whole thing off. I do not want to hear it.”

      “No. I’m not. He asked though. I told him to fuck off. I thought you made a good decision. I just don’t want to be in the middle of this if you two decide to reconcile.” Alex is looking at me closely, studying me like he’s trying to puzzle something out.

      “No. Never going to happen.”

      “All right. Just making sure I’m not tampering with true love.” He smirks at me. “You ready to do this?”

      “Might as well get it over with.”

      

      “This feels ridiculous,” I mutter thirty minutes later as we stand in a grocery aisle while Sam’s photographer pretends to stumble on us in the wild and take photos.

      “It is.”

      “So why are we doing it?”

      “Normal couple doing normal things. Sam doesn’t want it all to be flashy with us going out. She says it looks fake.”

      “Which it is,” I mumble as I look over dozens of kinds of frozen junk food. All of them looking delicious to my rumbling stomach.

      “What do you want for dinner?”

      “Pizza? Stir fry?” I start randomly naming things in front of me.

      “What about quesadillas?”

      “Where do you see those?”

      “I can make a quesadilla.” He gives me a side-eye.

      “You can cook?” I look at him with mock surprise.

      “I mean, I don’t claim to be a chef or anything, but I make a few decent meals, and my quesadillas are pretty damn good.”

      “Oh, I definitely need to see you cook. So let’s do that.” I grin at him, and he shakes his head.

      “No belief in me. I see how it is.”

      “What about dessert though?”

      “That’s not a question you ask a man undergoing forced celibacy, Saint.”

      “Ha. I’m being serious.”

      “Cherry pie. With whipped cream. Maybe a couple cans of it.” He can’t keep a straight face and starts to laugh.

      “Are we reliving your college days now?”

      “Are you offering to help me relive them?”

      I give him a look and then return to browsing the aisle. “What about some sorbet?”

      “Less nostalgic, but I can still think of some things we can do with it.”

      I roll my eyes at him and grab a couple of different flavors off the shelf and put them in our grocery cart. A moment later his cell phone dings, and I see him look at it and then his eyes flash up to me.

      “All right. They got what they need so we’re good. Anything else you want?” He tucks the phone back in his pocket.

      “Nah. I’m good.”

      “All right, let’s get the rest of the stuff for quesadillas and then get out of here before someone actually spots us.” He makes a grimacing smile.

      “That get old?” I ask as we head to the register.

      “Most of the time I don’t mind. I’m grateful for the support, but I think I’d rather you not have to dive into the deep end.”

      “I can handle it. I knew what I was getting into when I signed up for this.” I look up at him.

      “Even when it means forced grocery shopping?”

      “Yes, but—“ I pause as we head down the candy aisle. “You’re getting these for me.”

      I toss a bag of sour gummies into the cart and grin.

      “What are those for?”

      “The movie after dinner, obviously. If we’re going to keep doing this fake dating thing, we need to do it right.”

      “Ah, in that case…” He stares at the candy and then tosses a couple more bags in.

      I laugh and shake my head. We finish up our shopping trip a couple of minutes later. It feels oddly normal, to be grocery shopping with him. Pretending we’re a couple just getting things for dinner. This might not be as bad as I thought.
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      Alex

      

      I’m nervous about letting her see my place. I don’t typically have a lot of people over here. I like my privacy. So despite the fact that I’d been to her and Drew’s place a million times, she’s never been over to mine. Drew had come by plenty over the years alone to hang out or bring something by, but he’d never brought her with him.

      When I turn on the light and she steps inside, she looks around, taking in the surroundings.

      “Your place is nice. And that view is stunning.” She nods to the window.

      I have a partial view of the water, but the city spreads out in front of the glass lit up with the evening glow of lights and reflects in the beads of water forming as it starts to rain.

      “Did you have a decorator or is this you?” She steps out of her shoes and takes a turn in the living room, looking at the artwork and the furniture.

      “A decorator. I don’t have the patience for all the matching and coordination. I just picked a few things I liked and let them run with it.”

      “It looks good.”

      “I’m glad you approve, Saint.”

      The use of her nickname has her eyes flickering over to meet mine, and I raise a brow in question.

      “Feels weird to be in your space if I’m honest.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. You’re usually pretty closed off about things. I guess I feel like I’m getting an inside look that I shouldn’t.” She frowns a little.

      “You’re more than welcome to snoop around if you want. I don’t have anything to hide.”

      “No secret wife hidden away or a secret action figure collection? That’s boring. I was hoping I’d at least get some juicy gossip or something to tease you about, but as usual, everything about you is perfect.”

      My heart skips a beat at her statement. I know she doesn’t mean it that way, but I can’t stop the stupid part of me from wishing that she did.

      “What do you mean?”

      She blinks for a second like she didn’t realize what she was saying.

      “You just always have everything together. At least appearance wise. Obviously, things get a little messy for you or I wouldn’t be here… But just your car always looks like it’s just been detailed, your clothes are tailored to within an inch of their life, now I expect a semi-messy bachelor pad and instead, it looks like this.”

      “I’m not here a lot, and I have someone who comes in and cleans, and my trainer stocks food and groceries. I have a team, so it’s not really something I can take credit for.”

      “The clothes? The car?”

      “I mean those, yes. But you remember who my father is, Saint. I always had to look and act a certain way because there was always a reporter or a political opponent dying to get a piece of information they could print about me.”

      “Like you don’t give them plenty.” She winces when she says the words. “I’m sorry that was out of line. I don’t know why I said that.”

      “Because it’s true and you had a front-row seat to a lot of it I’d guess, thanks to Drew.”

      “He used it as an excuse pretty frequently to not be home or have time to pay attention to what I was doing. So I guess it made me bitter. Of course now, thinking back, I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what it was—an excuse.” She crosses her arms over her chest, shaking her head.

      “Yeah, well, I’m glad you’re free of all that shit. You didn’t deserve it.”

      “And you didn’t deserve all the judgment. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine. Hopefully, you’ll see I’m not as awful as the track record would make it seem.”

      “I don’t think you’re awful, Alex. I know you’re a good person underneath it all. You just have problems like we all do.”

      “Most people don’t try to put their fist through someone’s face to solve it.”

      “No, but I mean… You punching him was kind of hot, honestly.”

      “What?” She’s in a strange mood tonight. Saying all sorts of things I’m surprised to hear come out of her mouth.

      “I’ll never admit that to anyone else, and I do not condone it.” She points at me with a serious look on her face before she shrugs. “But I mean, Drew would never have punched someone over me. So it was kind of nice… very white knight-ish of you.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her.

      “Don’t start,” she warns, and then starts unloading the groceries.

      I keep my mouth shut, but I was definitely going to tuck that piece of information away for later.
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      Harper

      

      “We don’t actually have to do this you know. I’m fairly certain no paparazzi are following us or peering through the window to check up,” I say as we finish unpacking the grocery bags in his kitchen.

      “Oh come on, Saint, you afraid of my cooking?”

      “Maybe a little.” I laugh.

      “Just trust me. They’re good. Go set up the TV and see if you can find what you want to watch while I get started.”

      It feels weird, being in his space, acting like we’re domestic together. It’s not like we haven’t eaten together before. He’d come to a million holiday dinners and BBQs at Drew’s and my house. But the two of us alone like a couple is strange. Then throw in the fact that we’re at his place which I’ve never set foot in before, and now I feel like I’m through the looking glass.

      After a few minutes, I’ve picked a couple of movies and I wander back into the kitchen because I’m very curious about what it looks like to see Alexander Xavier cooking.

      “You find something?” He glances up at me as he gets the griddle ready.

      “Yeah, a couple of things. I was going to let you pick since it’s your house and all.”

      “All right. I was just thinking, for our first event do you want to go to that donor gala with me later this week?”

      “By donor gala do you mean the invite-only one at the art museum that people would kill to get tickets to?”

      “Yes?” He looks at me warily.

      “Yeah. I’m not supposed to be there. That’s like upper management and board attendees only.”

      “Well, you’re not going for work. You’re going as my date.”

      “Still that’s like… cheating for me to be there. You have to earn your way to something like that in my world.”

      “Well, I have to go, or at least I really should, and I’d rather not do it solo.”

      “Why not?”

      “Most of the other guys I know who are going all have wives or girlfriends, so it makes me an awkward extra wheel. It also usually means the women I run into think I’m a free agent. Would be easier to avoid that with you there.”

      “Well, I can’t have those harpies touching my man,” I tease him.

      “So you’ll go?” There’s a hint of hope in his voice.

      “Even if I wanted to, it’s black tie. I don’t have anything to wear to that. I’ve never had to attend anything that fancy before.”

      “So take my card, or Sam knows some people who could pull some things if you don’t have time to go shopping. Just send her your measurements and she’ll take care of it.”

      “Just send her my measurements. Right… No way, Alex. I’m not having you buy me things like that. And god knows whoever Sam works with is going to buy expensive things.”

      “It’s not like I don’t have the money. And also, you’re eating the dinner I bought you. The candy. Watching a movie that I’m going to rent.”

      “That’s one thing. This is different.”

      “You realize I probably bought the clothes you’re wearing now and half the things in your house, right?” His eyes drift over me.

      “What?” I stare at him.

      “I’m Drew’s biggest client. His salary is a percentage of mine.” He raises a brow as he looks at me before he turns his focus back to filling the tortilla before he throws butter down and tosses it on the griddle.

      “I…” I start and then stop because he has a point.

      “Never thought about that before?” He smirks at me.

      “No, but I see you have. I assume you tormented Drew about owning his TV and his grill?”

      “Nah. If I was going to torment him, I’d bring up other things.” His smirk spreads and he turns the quesadilla.

      “Like?”

      “Oh, I’m not walking into that trap, Saint.” He shakes his head. Another moment later and he plates the quesadilla, handing it to me. “There’s guacamole, salsa, and sour cream over there.” He nods to the counter on the other side of the kitchen.

      I wander over to it, but I’m burning with curiosity about what he means. I glance back at him before I move to put the toppings on. Stopping when I realize what I’m looking at.

      “Did you… did you make guacamole from scratch?” I raise a brow.

      “Yeah. I hate the store-bought stuff. Not enough lime. Try it. I promise it’s good.”

      I hadn’t even realized I’d been looking at movies long enough for him to have time for that. It looks good. So does the quesadilla. I always just assumed he hired someone for all this or ordered in every night, so the fact that he does some of his own cooking is kind of impressive. Not that it’s a high bar, but then I’d made a lot of assumptions about him.

      “I just can’t believe you’re this domesticated. If the women find out they’re going to go even more feral for you than they already do.” I grin at it. “Does Sam know you cook? I feel like if she did, she would have told you to post a recipe video to social media already.”

      “I don’t cook. I just make a few things,” he grumbles as he puts his quesadilla on the griddle.

      “Fine. You should make a few things for the camera then. Let them see you in the kitchen.”

      “Don’t give her ideas.”

      “I mean, it would be a good look if you were a tad more domesticated. You know?”

      “Isn’t that your job? To domesticate and reform me?” The teasing tone returns to his voice.

      “Ha. I’m not up to that task. I don’t know what woman is, but good luck to her.”

      “Oh, I think you could handle it. You’d just have to apply yourself.” He turns around and smirks at me.

      “I guess I at least have to figure out how to fake it, huh?”

      His smirk widens. “Seems that way. Now go eat your quesadilla while it’s hot. I’ll be right there.”

      

      A short while later we’ve finished dinner and there’s a break in the movie. He sneaks off for a second and then returns, tossing a bag of candy in my lap.

      “Not a real movie date until the candy.” He sits down on the couch next to me.

      The proximity between us has me feeling all kinds of odd. Because while I keep trying to remember who he is to me, I also can’t help the fact that he makes me feel like a teenage girl with a crush again.

      “I mean I don’t think this is a real movie date. It’s like practice for faking it. Not that I need practice on that front,” I say it absently as I open the bag, forgetting for a moment who I’m talking to.

      He makes a face, his lips crumpling before he puts another piece of candy in his mouth.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “What’s that face for?”

      “Me trying not to say something that’s going to get me in trouble.”

      I punch him lightly in the shoulder.

      “Ow. See that’s what I was avoiding.”

      “I’m seriously a bit worried though. The whole dating post-divorce thing is weird. You get so used to one person and assume that’s it. And now I’m just out here having to think about first dates, and first kisses and like… how do you prepare for that? I mean I guess you do it all the time. It doesn’t bother you. You’re never nervous when it’s a new person all the time?” This is probably a stupid question to be asking a man like Alexander, but I can’t help wondering.
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      I can help her prepare.

      It almost slips out before I stop myself. It feels like she’s baiting me. Laying traps specifically made for me to fall into with this. I’m trying so hard not to push her. I wanted tonight to just be the two of us getting used to each other because if this is going to work, she’s going to have to not think the worst of me. Then she says things like this and fuck me, is it hard not to say anything.

      She looks at me then, studying my face and shaking her head.

      “Right. I don’t know why I’m asking you. Of course you don’t get nervous. You’re you. You never have to worry about being out of practice or anything. You’re used to having someone new all the time so that’s probably just normal to you, right? What’s it like anyway? Always being alone and not settling down? Do you ever get lonely, or are you really happy like this? Just get to do what you want all the time?”

      Well, fuck. Now she’s hitting me with the hard stuff.

      “I’m thinking I might be done with it.”

      “Done with what?”

      “Being alone. Not settling down.”

      “I’m sorry.” Her eyes go soft when she looks at me. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

      “No, you’re right. It’s fair. There have been a lot of different people in and out of my life. And yeah, it’s not great sometimes, and the older I get the less appealing it is honestly. I’m not lonely exactly, but it’s empty sometimes. Seeing some of the guys like Ben and Waylon… makes me wish I had that.”

      “Yeah, well I think we all wish we had the kind of relationships they have. For the record most relationships… they’re not all that great either. It’s not necessarily greener on the other side. Not all marriages are created equal after all.” She sighs.

      “I’m really sorry he fucked you over like that. You didn’t deserve it, and he didn’t deserve you.”

      Her eyes flick up to mine for a second and then hit the floor again. “Thanks.”

      “Maybe we can help each other while we do this whole fake dating thing,” I offer.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m good at the whole being single and dating thing. You were good at the whole domesticated and married thing even if he wasn’t. We can help each other figure it out.” I raise a brow in question.

      A small smile flits over her lips. “Maybe. Like I said, I pity any woman that has to domesticate you for real.”

      “Harsh. I worry for whatever man has to be the first to fuck you.” I tease in return.

      “Wow, extra harsh.”

      “I just mean if it’s as bad as you say it was with the faking, you’re gonna wear him fucking out.”

      “He should be so lucky.”

      “Speaking of… we should practice.”

      “What?” Her voice is breathy and her eyes snap to mine, and if I didn’t know this woman better, I’d say she was picturing me half-naked already.

      “Touching. Kissing. This whole chaste distance thing isn’t going to work in public. I know you said no private PDA, but this is just a trial run to make sure you can handle it.”

      I expect her to push back on the idea, but instead, she smiles and her eyes rake over me.

      “Yeah, I guess with your reputation I might have to work on it.”

      “It would give you practice.”

      “Silver lining, I suppose.”

      “So kiss me.”

      “Now?”

      “You waiting for a special moment?”

      “No but…” She looks at me flustered, and I smile at her.

      “Just do it. It’s a practice run. If it sucks, we’ll work on your technique. Get it right for the cameras.”

      “Alex…” She shakes her head.

      “All right. If you’re too scared right now that’s fine.”

      “I am not scared,” she huffs and then a moment later she turns, and her lips are on mine.

      It’s been a long time—too long, since the last time she kissed me. I’ve been waiting years to have her this close again, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever get another shot. I can feel her frustration with my teasing at first, the way she kisses me hard and absent like she’s trying to prove a point. But then once she gets her first taste she slows, her lips move against mine in more tentative strokes. I answer her with equally soft measures, kissing her back and slowly running my hand around her side and up her spine.

      She tastes sweet like the candy she’s been eating, and she’s so close now that the smell of her perfume engulfs me. The one that’s always taunted me whenever she was around. Anytime I was at her house and she’d lean over to hand me something or walk past me. It reminded me of the night I couldn’t forget.

      She leans into me then, this time more like she’s dedicated to the task of exploring whether or not she likes it than simply just trying to prove me wrong. Her palms rest against my shoulders, and I pull her into my lap. She takes my lead and follows, her hands fisting into my shirt and pulling me toward her in the same motion.

      Her kiss turns then, from a soft exploration to a pleading sort of pace, like she’s forgotten this is practice. That somewhere deep underneath her reservations and hesitancy, she wants—me.

      I answer it in equal measure. Everywhere she touches me feels like fire, like she’s lighting every inch of my skin until the desire consumes me and pulls me down with it. Her hands slide over the back of my neck and down over my shoulder blades and she rocks forward, dangerously close to letting our bodies collide. I almost pull her down onto me. Almost break the kiss to tell her how much I want her.

      But then she stops.

      It’s abrupt like she’s just remembered where she is. The person she’s kissing. She breaks away from me turning her head to catch her breath, trying to take in the oxygen she’d been denying us both. She doesn’t open her eyes yet though, like she’s still trying to process. I can barely keep my mouth shut, forcing myself to pull my hands away from her. I can see her brow furrow and practically hear the gears shifting for her. I need to say something, anything to get her to take a breath and not overanalyze it.

      “If that’s you without practice, Saint. Fuck… use me any time,” I mutter, trying hard to make a joke and lighten the mood because I can tell she’s starting to tense up.

      She stands then, carefully so she doesn’t trip over me in the process and reaches for her phone that’s fallen out of her lap on the couch. The bag of candy abandoned next to it.

      “I should get home.” She glances down at the phone in her hand. “I didn’t realize how late it was.”

      “Okay. Just give me a sec to get my keys,” I say. I just need my keys and a second to fucking compose myself because I’m shellshocked from how fucking good that was, how easily we could pick up something we left off on years ago.

      “No. It’s fine. I’ll just get a car. You’re already home for the night. Don’t worry.”

      “I can take you home, Saint,” I protest but she’s already grabbing her purse and heading for the door.

      I jump up to follow her, but she holds her hand out to stop me.

      “I’ll text you about the gala. I’ll see if I can find a dress tomorrow.”

      “Okay, but I’m serious about paying for it. I’m asking you to go as part of this whole thing. I don’t mind.”

      This is the first time in a long fucking time a woman has made me feel awkward like I don’t have the right words. Like I’m out of practice and running on adrenaline instead of charm. I’m also really not used to them running out the door after they kiss me. So it’s new experiences all around.

      “It’s fine. Maybe I’ll find something cheap anyway. I’ll text you,” she repeats and then her hand is on the door. She looks as flustered and confused as I feel right now. A moment later she’s gone, and I’m standing in my living room wondering what the hell just happened.
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      The next day after work I’m meeting Violet at a boutique she recommended. After I’d realized I was going to need a dress for this event and the advice of someone who’d attended it before, I’d called her for help. She’d happily agreed to go with me. It also bought me another day away from Alex because, after our kiss last night, I’m not ready to see him.

      She’s running a few minutes late because of a client she was handing off conservation work to, so I’m mulling around window shopping. Staring at home décor and imagining what my new apartment is going to look like once we sell this house. It’s not long before I hear her call my name and turn around to see her hurrying in my direction.

      She grins and gives me a hug when she’s on me. “I am so freaking glad you’re coming to this. Mac and Waylon had to cancel cause their little one has been sick all week and I need a friend there. So much snobbery in one room.”

      “Yeah well. You’re not making me feel better about this. I’m nervous as hell, and I have no idea what to wear. Thank god you had time today. I have zero ideas of where to even start.”

      “Yeah. Dressing up for these things is a double-edged sword. On one hand, you get to dress up and be gorgeous, on the other you have to do all the work that entails.”

      “Right. And I haven’t bought anything approaching a formal gown since… well my wedding I guess, not that that counts. Probably prom? Ugh.”

      “It’s fine. I love this place. The owner is super sweet and she’s always happy to help find something that makes you feel good.”

      “Can I get fitted in time for the gala though?”

      “Yeah. She’ll have it ready. I already phoned ahead to be sure, and she said she can make it work. Especially for a charity event.”

      She locks arms with me, and we head inside.

      After trying on dozens and dozens of dresses, or at least what feels like it, we finally decide on a long dark red dress that I’ll have to wear heels and shapewear with, but that looks freaking amazing on. Complete with a long slit up the leg that makes me feel like some sort of Bond girl. It’s nothing I would usually wear but it feels appropriate given the company I’ll be in, and between Violet and the boutique owner Faye, I’m convinced to wear it. The best part is that it fits almost perfectly as-is, so now I’m working on having my measurements taken so she can do some minor tailoring before I pick it up later this week.

      When she’s done with the measurements, Faye rings me up at the counter and then gives me a total that nearly knocks me over. I mean, I’m prepared given that I’ve already seen the price tag, but to actually pay it feels a little like being held for ransom. I start pulling my card out, telling myself I’ll find somewhere else to wear it someday. You know, the next time a gorgeous pro football player needs me on his arm at an event.

      “I’ve got it!” Violet stands up and hurries over, opening her purse and pulling out a black card.

      “What are you talking about? I’ve got it.” I frown at her. I loved her for all the selfless ways she was willing to help me and everyone else around her, but I wasn’t going to let her pay for my dress.

      “Oh, it’s not mine. I guess when you told Alex we were going today, he gave the card to Ben to give to me after practice. He said to tell you to hold on to it and give it back to him.”

      “I am not using his card.”

      “He said you’d say that, and he said to remind you that he’s already bought you half the things you own so one more won’t hurt. I have no idea what that means but he said you would.”

      “That ass.”

      “I mean it’s kind of sweet that he wants to do this for you. I think he might be soft on you.” Violet gives me a look that says I should just play nice with him.

      “Fine.” I resign myself to this fate. If he wants to do it, I’m not going to argue. Besides, for him, this would be a line item on a long list of monthly expenses, where I’d be making installment payments for the next twelve months.

      She hands the card to the woman at the counter.

      “Perfect. I’ll get this rung up and then get all the measurements and stuff written down. I’ll print a copy for you and then we’ll have you on your way. You guys can have a seat for a few minutes while I do that. There’s water and champagne over there if you need a drink.”

      I sit down on the gorgeously ornate antique conversation chair Faye has sat next to an old refurbished dresser with a refreshment bar. Violet grabs a glass of water and offers me one, but I shake my head.

      “So you don’t think it’s sweet that Xander is doing this for you?” She asks as she sits back down next to me.

      “He feels bad for me because his friend is an asshole. That’s why he’s doing this. It’s why he did what he did the other night and got us into this mess. Guilt by association. He was mortified when he found out Drew had cheated on me and that I thought he was in on it. He honestly might feel worse about things than Drew ever did. Should tell him he shouldn’t bother if his friend can’t.”

      “Uh-huh. And the little tête-à-tête I walked in on after the white knight incident? That was him pitying you, and you… what exactly?”

      I glare at her because frankly, that scene was indefensible. It was my brain being scrambled by Alex and his stupid hot body and weirdly protective nature. I sigh.

      “He’s hot. I know that. I… you know. I’ve told you we had that run-in years ago that first night I met him.”

      “And you’ve secretly wanted him ever since, and now the star-crossed lovers can finally be together? Sounds like me and Ben. I love it.”

      “Violet, I understand you have like, the perfect husband the rest of us all wish we had, but Alex is so not Ben. Need I point out the long line of offenses, fights, women, and questionable decisions?”

      “I mean Ben ended up with me because of questionable decisions, so he’s not immune to them.”

      “But he’s not a Xander-Xavier-XXL level dumpster fire of them.”

      “No.”

      “Okay then. So while I am attracted to him, there’s a reason I walked away the first time. Now I’m even older and theoretically wiser than I was then. I know better. Plus, four years ago I was a lot of things I’m not anymore. I’m bracing for when the gossip blogs get wind of us together. I can’t wait for the headlines ‘Hottest player in the league ends up with divorced mid-looking woman who lives in the suburbs.’ Then there will be some terrible-looking photo of me stuffing my face with a donut and looking awkward. Can’t wait!”

      “You do not give yourself credit. Also, did you just see yourself in that dress?”

      “Well, I mean it did look good.”

      “Look good? He is going to die.”

      “Or I am. I have to see him dressed up in a suit in person, and I am not prepared. I still remember what he looked like at the wedding.”

      “Your wedding?” She raises a brow.

      “Listen… my eyes were on my husband but when the best man looks like him, I feel like I should be forgiven for a moment of cold feet.”

      “You never told me that.”

      “Because it was a fleeting moment. My nerves got the best of me. That night haunted me a little bit. But I’m over it now.”

      “Right. Over it.” She gives me a skeptical look.

      “Very over it, and just playing the dutiful girlfriend.”

      “So what happens when he decides he wants to revisit that first night?”

      “That’s not happening.” Which is mostly true, even though I’d almost tried to revisit it last night.

      “Uh-huh.”

      I make a face at her and then Faye calls us back over to the desk, and I go to finish checking out, taking the information and her phone number while giving her mine so that they can let me know when the dress is ready.

      “You’ll have to come over to my house before the event. We’ll get ready together. I have a friend who’s amazing at hair and makeup. I can see if she can do both of us if you want?”

      “All right. That would be perfect. If she doesn’t mind.”

      Violet makes a little happy face and squeezes my arm. “I for one hope this works out because having you at team events and games would make my life.”

      “Yeah, well don’t get your hopes up.” I eye her warily as we head out of the store to grab some gelato before going home for the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      It’s the night of the gala and we all agreed to take a car and go together, so I rented one for everyone for the evening. Colt decided to attend last minute after he got word from his publicist he should attend. He’s flying solo like always, so he and Tobias and Tobias’s date are all sitting in the car when we pull up to Ben and Violet’s house to pick them and Harper up.

      When I walk up to the door, Ben lets me in and gives me a look.

      “What?”

      “I hope you’re prepared is all.” He smirks.

      “Prepared?” I give him a curious look.

      “Here, I love this one. The fragrance is subtle but so good,” Violet’s talking to Harper as they walk into the room, handing her a miniature fragrance bottle out of her purse.

      “Oh wow. I love that.”

      Harper’s too distracted to notice I’m here and my jaw is about to hit the fucking floor. Because my girl looks fucking stunning. The dress is a dark red that wraps every curve she has perfectly. It dips low over her chest and then sweeps over her arms with two off-the-shoulder straps that seem to be anchored to nothing. How women’s clothing works is a fucking mystery to me, I just appreciate whatever magic they work. Her hips sway in the heels she’s wearing as she walks and then I notice the deep slit up one side that reveals one of her long legs. Yeah, I’m definitely not fucking prepared for this. I’d expected something far more conservative from her, not anything like this.

      “Right?” Violet looks up as she asks the question, and she sees me staring and grins.

      She elbows Harper gently. Finally, Harper looks up at me and she smiles, one that has a brightness that travels to her eyes as she’s walking over to me and pacing around, making a show of checking me out in my tux.

      “Wow. Who knew Xander Xavier could clean up so nicely?”

      “I think you’re going to have to fight the other women off,” Violet jokes.

      “I think so. Same with this one.” Harper nods to Ben. “Do we need to bring switchblades in our pockets, you think?”

      “Or we could wear garters and strap them there? Would make for a more cinematic reveal if we do have to fight.”

      “I love it.”

      Violet and Harper lean into each other laughing and Ben shakes his head at me.

      “Your wife is a bad influence.” I look over at him.

      “So I’ve heard, and yet…” He smiles at her.

      My eyes drift back to Harper, her dark red dress pooling around her feet and the long swath of her gorgeous skin it reveals. I’m ready to get on my knees right now if she’d let me.

      “You look gorgeous. That dress is… Wow.” Because I have no words.

      “And it has pockets!” She grins, dipping her hand into the side of the dress to prove it.

      “Is that a thing?”

      “Yes. You men take them for granted, but they’re amazing.”

      “Well, I’m glad your dress has pockets then.” I look her over one more time, trying to figure out where the pockets are when it fits her so well.

      “Your dress really. You paid for it. Thank you by the way.” She leans up and kisses me on the cheek, smiling again as she pulls away.

      “Mine, huh?” I smirk at her.

      I’m tempted to say and do so many things right now, none of which would be appropriate or well received because we’re standing in the entryway of Ben and Violet’s home, and the last time she’d touched me, she’d ended the evening abruptly. But how I’m going to make it all night like this, I’m not sure.

      She just gives me a shy grin in response and Ben and Violet finish turning off the lights in the house, and we all head out to the car so we can be on our way.

      

      The event is everything it was billed to be, and Colt has just won an award for his work with nonprofits in the city, doing his usual stoic act while he accepts and talks about how much this team and the city mean to him. There’s a short intermission between the speakers and we’re grabbing cocktails when I feel a hand on my arm. Thinking it's Harper I turn to greet her, only to be confronted with one of my worst mistakes in recent history: Danica Hart.

      She’s one of the latest social media success stories, a singer and songwriter from Seattle with a reputation almost as wild as mine. We’d dated for a couple of months and then gone our separate ways on a mostly amicable note when she’d gone on tour, and I’d been back in the season playing. Her name’s on the rise again because she’d just done a set of risqué ads for her new album wearing the latest line of lingerie by a controversial brand.

      “Xander,” she says my name in the husky way she always did when she wanted my attention.

      “Danica.”

      “I didn’t know you were going to be here. I’m surprised they let us both in to such a classy event.”

      “Well as long as you donate enough…they usually do. I think it’s called buying your way in.” I give her a half smile, glancing up to see where Harper’s gone because this is exactly the reason I didn’t want to be alone tonight.

      “You want to head out early? I can think of better ways we could spend our night.”

      “No. I’m just waiting on my date to get back.”

      “Your date…” She rolls her eyes dismissively.

      “His date.” Harper slides up to my side out of nowhere, her fingers running their way over my chest as a saccharine smile plays at her lips.

      “You look familiar.”

      “We’ve met before. You came to a party at my home with Xander.”

      “A party?”

      “Memorial Day BBQ,” I add.

      “Oh, yes. That was the epitome of middle-class domesticity. I remember it now.”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.” The other hand Harper has at my side, the one hidden from Danica’s view, is currently curling into my flesh through my suit.

      “I think we probably should get back to our seats,” I suggest because I’d like to not have a matching wound on my other side, and I can guarantee with enough time Danica will create a reason for it.

      “Yes, well. We need to catch up, Xander.” She gives me a little wink before she heads off down the hall.

      “I hope she was really good in bed and…” Harper mutters until the last bit she says is inaudible.

      “What?” I almost choke on my drink at her bluntness.

      “I said I hope she gave you mind-blowing head because she’s a terrible person. Even for you, that was a questionable choice.” Harper looks at me with a hint of disapproval. “I still can’t believe you brought her to my house.”

      “We were dating at the time.”

      “Dating? Is that what you’d call it? She was incredibly drunk in the early afternoon at what was clearly a family event, practically dry-humping you in my living room while losing pieces of her clothing all over my house. I’m surprised she wasn’t naked and running through the sprinklers by the end of the night.”

      “She had her charms.” One of them was the fact that her chaotic wild personality was almost enough to distract me from Harper while we were at her house. Almost, until I saw Harper giving me the same look she is now. The one that tells me she’s disappointed in me.

      “I’m sure she did.” She gives me a tight smile. “Let’s get back to the table?”

      I nod and take her hand in my free one, a gesture she reciprocates by threading her fingers through mine like it’s second nature. She was playing her part well tonight. Acting like the perfect girlfriend and making it seem like we were always like this together. Almost hard to believe this was the same woman that fled my living room a few short days ago.

      

      When we get to the table, I sit the cocktail I’d gotten for her down in front of her like a peace offering. I can tell she’s still not thrilled to have seen me talking to my ex. An interesting note because while I absolutely believe she’s not a fan of Danica’s, the way she’d quickly wrapped her hands around me made me wonder if there wasn’t a touch of jealousy under it all.

      There’s a presentation happening on stage already, so she just looks at me and then at the glass silently before she takes a sip. Surprise coloring her features before she takes a longer drink a moment later. She leans forward then, coming close so she can speak quietly.

      “A paloma? How’d you guess that?” Her brow furrows as she looks at me.

      I brush my fingers over her knee as I lean back, bringing my lips to her ear so I can answer her.

      “I just remember what you tasted like that first night.”

      Her eyes flash to mine, and even in the low light at our table, I can see the little rise of blush to her cheeks. Her eyes flick down to where I’m still touching her knee and she reaches for her glass again, taking another sip as I move back into my seat again.

      Unfortunately, it’s not long after that my phone lights up. I’ve left it on the table as I’m waiting for a text from one of the trainers about what time he wants to do a session tomorrow. Except it’s not his name that shows. Just a giant DH.

      The words flash across the screen in rapid succession.

      
        
          
            
              
        DH

      

      
        Come fuck me tonight.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ll leave the door unlocked. Just come to the…

      

      

      

      

      

      The rest of the message is truncated by the little bubble surrounding it and I flip it over immediately, hoping Harper didn’t see it. But she’s still close to me and there’s no way the bright illumination didn’t catch her eye. Something I confirm when I look up and the eyes that had looked at me with soft flustered curiosity only a few moments before are now giving me an icy little once over.

      Fuck.
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      I recognize who the text must be from the second the little bubble lights up. The DH is a dead giveaway and the fact that she’s still in his phone and the blunt way she makes the request after all this time makes me wonder if these clandestine trysts are a regular thing for them. I feel a slight flicker of jealousy light inside me. One I don’t have any real reason to feel. One that makes me wonder why I’m here with him, even as his fake girlfriend.

      But he literally just brought up the first night we met, flirting with me shamelessly. I know he’s worried I’ll see it when he immediately flips the phone over. She doesn’t even care that he’s here with someone. Probably because she sees me as a mild inconvenience to getting what she wants.

      Which means I have two options. Tell him I’m getting a car and run back home to bed where I can return to something close to my usual routine or decide to stage a little revolution and see how well he plays along.

      I take another sip of the drink and then set it down next to his phone.

      “Unlock it,” I say softly, but with more authority than I feel.

      He glances over at me, startled that I’m ordering him around. But I’m taking him up on his earlier offer. He said I could look anytime I wanted. I raise my brow again in expectation.

      “You’re not getting sexts while you have a girlfriend, remember?”

      He stares at me for a long moment and then unlocks the phone and slides it to me. I’m surprised. I thought he’d cave. Tell me that I don’t have that kind of say as his fake girlfriend. Tell me that he needs to get laid tonight and I need to get over it. I definitely expected an argument, and now I feel like I’ve just initiated some sort of game of brinksmanship.

      I scoot my chair closer to him, remembering how he’d dragged me close at Drew’s office, and I slide the slit of my dress to the side, uncovering my thigh in the process as I open up the camera app and turn the flash off.

      “Put your hand on my thigh.”

      He does as I ask, placing it close to my knee as he raises an eyebrow in question. His eyes flick over me like he’s trying to make sense of what I’m doing.

      “That’s how you touch your girlfriends?”

      In for a penny, in for a pound, right?

      “I don’t have girlfriends.”

      “That’s how you touch your fuck buddies?” I challenge him.

      Something lights in his eyes and there’s a shameless tug at the corner of his mouth.

      With that he slides his hand up, higher and higher, until he’s near the point of indecency, especially at an event like this. His fingers curve over between my legs and I’m biting my tongue hard to keep from having any sort of visible reaction to him. Because we’re in the middle of a very fancy fundraising awards dinner, and I’m supposed to be the good girl on her best behavior who makes him look better.

      But fuck that.

      I take a picture of his hand with his tattooed knuckles wrapped around my thigh. Then I flip to the sext he just got and upload the picture to it, typing out the words “Busy right now.” I slide the phone back to him, raising an eyebrow in return, waiting to see whether or not he’ll do it.

      He glances down, reads it, and hits send without hesitating. I can’t help the tiny grin that crosses my lips.

      But it’s only a moment later and a text comes back though.

      
        
          
            
              
        DH

      

      
        Lose her. You know I’m the best fuck you get.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Wow.” I shake my head.

      Doesn’t know a thing about me and thinks she’s that much better. Now I’m in the mood to fight. He brings out the worst in me. I take the phone and he doesn’t stop me. I pull up the little text window again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Interesting. He said you were mediocre in your best moments. I can send you a video of his face between my thighs later if you’re feeling nostalgic though.

      

      

      

      

      

      I don’t wait for his permission this time, in part because I’m afraid I won’t get it. I hit send before I slide the phone back to him. He reads what I’ve written, and I watch his face contort.

      “Saint…” my nickname is a choked whisper, and I’m pleased that I’ve managed to shock him just a tiny bit.

      I drink the last of my cocktail, and just then there’s loud clapping and a shuffle of things up on stage. The break in action gives me an opportunity to slip away without making a scene.

      “I need a refill,” I say quietly. I glance at Violet who nods, excusing myself from the table, thankful that we’re near a door where my exit will go largely unnoticed. Because what I really need is air. Something to return oxygen and blood flow to my brain so I can stop being jealous over Alex.

      I need to remember—none of this matters. I’d given him a hard time about talking to other women and seeing them because us faking it requires that we both not be caught out doing something stupid. But if he was quiet about it, it would be fine. I probably shouldn’t deny him the opportunity since I obviously shouldn’t be getting anywhere near him. After that kiss we had that threatened to drag me under and lose all sense of reason, the last thing I need is to get caught up in the riptide that is Alexander Xavier.

      I laugh at myself as I head to the bar and smile at the bartender.

      “A paloma, please.” I smile at him, and he nods, moving quickly to assemble the ingredients for me.

      Thank God for open bars on nights like this one.
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      Alex

      

      I find her where she said she’d be, getting a refill of her drink. I approach her slowly because she seems distracted, and I don’t want to scare her.

      “Saint…” I say softly but it still makes her jump a little.

      She doesn’t bother to look back at me which cuts.

      “I’m coming back in a minute. I just needed a refill.”

      The bartender slides her the drink a moment later and she thanks him before she’s finally forced to turn to me.

      “Anything for you?” He looks to me.

      “No thanks.” I shake my head.

      “I’m going to get a little air out here. You don’t have to wait for me.” She heads for the door, and I hurry after her. I hold it and follow her out into the night. It’s unseasonably warm which is the only reason I’m not fighting her on this course of action because I’m fairly certain she’s running—again. I’m not sure from what part of things exactly yet, but I’m going to find out.

      “I’m not seeing her anymore.” I hedge that somehow Danica’s little stunt is at the center of this runaway act.

      “It’s fine if you are. Drew said the two of you were pretty heavy for a while.” She shrugs, staring out over the city, taking a sip of her drink.

      I bet he fucking did. Anything that would make me seem worse.

      “It was short-lived and mostly fueled by off-season alcohol and bad decisions.”

      “Well, better than marrying her, right?” She gives me a false smile without looking at me.

      “It’s not fine if I’m seeing her. I’m with you.”

      When I set the boundaries, I meant them. Even if this is a fake relationship, I can only imagine that thinking I’m secretly hooking up with Danica would be triggering given the hell Drew put her through.

      “Not really. Don’t be silly. I know what I said but as long as you’re discreet it doesn’t matter. Especially since Sam said they have to take their time investigating Daniels’s claims. No one—least of all your publicist—could have thought you’d stay celibate through this.” There’s a flippancy to her tone as she talks.

      I hate it, but I earned it. Every single bit of the reputation I have and the view she has of me. I’d take it all back right now if I thought I could change her mind though.

      “I thought I could,” I say, trying not to sound as bitter as I feel right now.

      She glances up at me finally. “You gave it the college try. No one can blame you. She’s… I get it. Just be careful because I don’t think she understands the meaning of discretion.”

      “I don’t care about her.” I can hear the frustration in my tone, and she must too because she frowns a little.

      “Okay. I saw you two together. Before and tonight. Obviously, she still thinks you have unfinished business.”

      “You’re seeing what you want to see then. Because the only person I’ve been looking at or thinking about all night is you.”

      Her eyes flash to mine and her skepticism fades a bit, there’s a hint of a smile on her lips.

      “I know. You’ve been very sweet all night, truly. For someone who doesn’t do it very often, you’re very good at this whole boyfriend act.”

      “No, Saint.” I close the distance between us. “I mean all I can think about is you. How you taste. How you felt. The other night… The way you kissed me that night—we both know that wasn’t practice. The way you look in this fucking dress…” I shake my head. “Then you had to tell me it’s my dress, and all I’ve been able to think about is…”

      I stop talking because everything that comes after that is more than she might want to hear right now.

      “I got carried away a little with that kiss… I’m sorry. That was embarrassing. I’m sorry I ran like that. I just panicked. I don’t know. You have that effect on me sometimes.”

      “Good. I just wish I had that effect all the time,” I say, reaching up and sliding my hand over the edge of her jaw, brushing her cheek with my thumb.

      “The forced celibacy must be getting to you if you’re saying that.”

      “You are getting to me.”

      “You remember who I am right? Your best friend’s ex-wife?”

      “I had you first.”

      Her eyes flick up to mine, just like they did earlier tonight when I mentioned it.

      “We also agreed we weren’t talking about that ever again and you’ve brought it up several times now.”

      “We made that agreement when I figured out you were dating my friend. You’re not dating him anymore. You made it pretty clear you never would again. So I think it’s fair to revisit it.”

      “What would you like to revisit?” She eyes me skeptically.

      “I thought it was a good night. Ending could have been better though.”

      “All the same reasons still stand and then some.” Her look turns wary.

      “Your main reason, if I remember, was that I was a one-night stand—who you’d never hear from again. Which you know is wrong now because we’re already in a committed relationship.” I grin at her, hoping to put her at ease and bring some levity.

      “Ha. My main reason was that you are all this, and I am this. And these things don’t mix.” She waves her hand between us.

      “Oh, I think they’d mix. I don’t know if I can handle you in this dress. But I’m willing to try.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Alex… Look at me and then look at your ex-girlfriend, lover, whatever you want to call her.”

      I take the opportunity to slide closer to her, bringing our bodies only inches apart, tilting my head down as I whisper in her ear like a fucking devil on her shoulder.

      “Look at me and then look at your ex. You had a choice and chose him. But I’m not holding it against you. Fuck I’ll even let you use me for revenge. You can’t exactly go back and cheat on him. But you can fuck his best friend.”

      I’ve just fucking jumped in headfirst and while it’s probably not wise, the way her eyes flash to mine, bright with interest before she flutters her lashes and looks away is the hint I need. Because I will try something, anything, to get her to take a chance on me. I know if she does, she won’t regret it. I’ll prove it was the right choice over and over, but first I need her to take the chance.

      “Be serious, Alex.”

      “I’m being serious, Saint. Dead-fucking-serious. The way you kissed me? The way you look at me? You should try it. Fuck me. You want to, and for all your complaints about ethics here, you’ve got to know how good it would feel to be riding his best friend’s cock. Knowing I’d be deeper than he’s ever been. That I’d make you come harder.”

      I hear the short puff of air that comes out of her on an exhale, the color in her cheeks visible even in the dull light out here. And fuck it makes me harder when I see the effect I have on her.

      “Alex…”
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      Harper

      

      I start to tell him why he’s wrong, but he swallows the protest up by kissing me. His lips are on mine in rough hard strokes. It’s not sweet or tender, just raw and unfiltered. The kind of claiming kiss that has me wondering why I keep trying to find reasons not to just give in. His hand slides along my jaw, his palm curling beneath my ear and his fingers lace through my hair. He tilts my head back and his tongue slides along my lower lip.

      I go to put my hand between us, to stop him and tell him this is wrong, but a soft swipe of his tongue over mine has me remembering the way he kissed me the first night we met. The way I felt he was the only guy I’d ever really wanted. It has me forgetting anything but how much I want him right now. So instead, I part my lips, letting him have what he wants because right now—the way he tastes, the way he feels, I can’t bring myself to care about anything else but how much I want the things that only he can give me. If that makes me a bad person, I’m willing to accept those consequences.

      Before I know what I’m doing, my hand is running upwards and skimming over his shoulder to his neck. It’s all the encouragement he needs before he presses forward. His hands slide over my body, over my hips, and then down over my ass where he grabs me hard and presses me against him. His tongue runs over mine again, a series of soft strokes followed by rougher ones that set my nerve endings on fire.

      A second later and I’m lifted onto the ledge behind us and he’s stepping between my legs, his hands drifting over my thighs. I pull my dress back, spreading my legs and sliding forward. I’ve always wondered how big he is, if his size matches the rest of him and right now, I feel like I need to know. Because I’m seriously considering his offer. If he is serious, and I don’t know if he is, not really, because despite the way he acts, he’s smart. He has to know the same thing I do—crossing that line would be playing with fire. Especially while we try to fake our way through this.

      He slides his tongue over mine one last time before he trails kisses down my jaw and over my neck. I arch into him as he hits a particularly sensitive spot. I want him, and he should be mine. At least for a night. I deserved it, right? For being the good one all the time and trying to do the right thing. Date the right guy. Be the good wife. If the player wants to fuck me for one night, who does that really hurt?

      “I swear I’ll fuck you right, Saint,” he whispers the words against my skin. “Any fucking way you want. You just say the words.”

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to say, yes. To give in to my curiosity. To get over this post-divorce drought. To see what he feels like.

      But before I can say anything there’s a loud cough to my right and we both look over to see Colton standing there.

      “I uh… didn’t mean to interrupt but they’re looking for you, Xander. You’re gonna be up next for a presentation.”

      I turn away, feeling the blush rise to my cheeks at being caught like a couple of teenagers by Colton St. George, the real saint of this friend group. Or Priest as the guys like to call him. Alex must be feeling similarly shamed by our discovery because he looks down for a minute and then back up at Colton. He steps in front of me, shielding me from view and I push my dress back down into place.

      “Yup. Be right in,” Alex calls to him.

      Colton nods and then heads back inside. I slip off my spot on the ledge, brushing the back of my dress and hoping that I didn’t get anything on it. That’s all I need is to ruin this halfway through the first night I wear it. I’d been so deep into Alex that I hadn’t been thinking at all really.

      “Harper—” he starts.

      “It’s fine. You should get back in, so we don’t hold them up.” I nod toward the door, grabbing my drink again and heading that way myself. Because now I need back inside, with lots of people around to keep me safe from how quickly I fall to pieces around this man when we’re alone. That’s something I need to get a grip on, desperately.
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      Colt and the Lawtons share a car they call and head back to their side of town, while Tobias, his date, Harper, and I get back in the one we came in. I watch them warily because I can already tell that Tobias and his fangirl had several drinks, and she’s ready to seize the night’s opportunity while she has it. Tobias doesn’t give two shits about who’s around, especially if it’s me who’s used to his exhibitionism. So I’m not entirely surprised when his date climbs into his lap a few moments after we pull away from the curb.

      Harper’s eyes go wide and then she looks to the window, watching out it like it holds great interest for her. But I see her shooting the occasional glance in their direction, especially as the sounds they make start to get louder. Finally, she looks over at me, a brow raised and a questioning look.

      I pull my phone out and send her a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry. He’s like this sometimes.

      

      

      

      

      

      She smiles when she sees the text.

      
        
          
            
              
        SAINT

      

      
        He’s almost as bad as you. Good thing Colton’s not here.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m sorry about earlier. I wasn’t thinking about us being in public.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        It’s fine. We got carried away.

      

      

      

      

      

      A soft moan escapes the woman in Tobias’s lap, loud enough that it grabs both of our attention away from our phones.

      
        
          
            
              
        And apparently, they are too. Wow.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smirk at my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        If you feel like you’re missing out…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I think I’m good.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I wouldn’t want Tobias hearing you anyway.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Why? Afraid he’d want to join in?

      

      

      

      

      

      Over my dead fucking body would he touch her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wait… If I wasn’t here, what would be happening…

      

      

      

      

      

      She sends a curious emoji followed by a devil one.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nothing, because I’m in a committed relationship.

      

      

      

      

      

      She looks up, bemused by the situation, and glances at me for a moment before she types her response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Good answer.

      

      

      

      

      

      We arrive at Tobias’s place not a moment too soon because I’m fairly fucking certain she was about to rip his pants off right in front of us and slide to her knees. At least it sounded like that’s what she was begging him for. Sitting in that close proximity to them while thinking about Saint, with her wearing the dress she has on… It’s torture, and I feel like I’m about to die from how much I fucking want her.

      “I’m so tired,” she says, a small yawn escaping her as she curls her feet underneath her ass, her heels abandoned on the floorboards.

      “You could just stay the night at my place.”

      She shifts in her seat but doesn’t respond at first.

      “It’s late already,” I add.

      “I have to be at work in the morning, and I don’t have a change of clothes or anything…” She looks down at her dress, brushing her hand over the material.

      “I have to get up early for a trainer session. I can get you back to your place early and you can borrow something of mine to sleep in.”

      She frowns a little but then gives a halfhearted shrug.

      “Sleep does sound really good right now.” She sighs. “I hope your couch is comfortable.”

      I steal a glance at her. I assume that’s her way of reminding me that she doesn’t want me touching her. It’s going to be torture having her there, in my place, knowing she doesn’t want me enough to take the risks she’s worried about. But she also looks so sleepy and peaceful as she rests her head against the door, eyes half shut, that I don’t want to make her go all the way home before she gets to sleep either.

      “I have a spare bedroom. You can stay there.”

      “Oh is that where you keep your guests?” I can see the smirk form on her lips out of the corner of my eye, despite the drowsy look on her face.

      “Like when my sister comes to town and doesn’t want to deal with my parents? Yeah.”

      “Oh.” Is the only sound she makes. She’s quiet then and for most of the rest of the way back. I have to gently wake her when the car makes it to my place and I hold her hand as we walk to the elevator, her walk a tiny bit wobbly like she isn’t quite fully awake. If I didn’t think she’d protest, I’d carry her up.

      

      When we get in the door, she goes to undo the delicate little buckle on her heels and nearly topples.

      “Here, sit on the chair.” I grab one of the bar stools and she sits down. She starts to lean for the shoe again.

      “I’ve got it,” I say softly.

      “I can do it. I’m just more tired than I thought. Apparently, just enough to drink that I’m not drunk but very sleepy.” She gives me a small smile.

      “I can do it faster and then we can get you to bed.”

      I take her foot, placing it on my thigh, and work the tiny buckle loose, slipping her foot out of it. She curls her painted toes almost immediately.

      “Oh wow. That feels amazing. Like being freed from a torturous cage.” She laughs.

      I smile at her and take her other foot and slip the strap out of its buckle as well, pulling the shoe off, but this time I slip my hand under her instep, massaging it gently.

      “I don’t know how you women do it. I hate wearing anything that isn’t sneakers or cleats. I can’t imagine having to wear those.”

      “Hmmm…” She makes a little humming noise, and I look up at her and her eyes are closed. “Okay, you have to stop. That feels amazing and I’m going to fall asleep right here like this. And I’ve got to get out of this dress and get all these pins out of my hair.”

      I let her foot drop from my thigh and her eyes open, like she’s aware of where she is again and she’s slightly nervous about it. She stands and straightens her dress out absently. I have to play the gentleman here because she’s already told me she’s exhausted, and it’s obvious from looking at her face just how much.

      “You want a shower before bed?”

      “That would be amazing. Just a quick one.” Her eyes light at the suggestion.

      “All right. Let me get you set up with towels and clothes so you can get to bed.”

      I go to my room, grabbing a T-shirt from my drawer. I’d give her shorts but I can’t imagine they’d fit her even with the drawstring pulled. Part of me likes the idea of being tortured with the thought of her in nothing but one of my T-shirts in the room next to mine. Spread out on the bed, just waiting for my hands on her… I blink because I’ve got to get my shit together. She isn’t here because she wants to fuck me, she’s here to get some much-needed sleep. I was keeping her out all hours at events in the middle of the week. Not exactly the life she’s used to.

      When I get to the guest room, she’s pulled her hair down and wiped her lip gloss off. The back of her dress is partially unzipped, and she gives me a small smile when I walk into the room with the shirt. Her eyes lock on me and skim over my body as I stand across the room from her, the bed in between us and I can feel the tension roll off her from here.

      “Thank you.” She closes the space between us and takes it from me. I follow her into the bathroom to needlessly point out the linen closet.

      “Towels are here. Extra soaps and things I keep for my sister here if you want to use them.”

      She smiles at the small array of female toiletries in the closet, her lips curling as she gives me a skeptical look.

      “Don’t get ideas. They really are for my sister.”

      “Well, then it’s sweet that you keep things set up for her.”

      “I mean for a while she was here a lot. Having problems where she is now and running away. Coming back home but not wanting to deal with our parents. For obvious reasons.”

      “She happier now?”

      “I think so. She finally gave up on the guy that was making her miserable.”

      “Ah well we have that in common I guess.”

      “She’d like you.”

      “Well hopefully, I meet her sometime.”

      “Hopefully…” I glance down at the floor for a second before I look up at her. “Saint—”

      “I should shower and get to bed. Let you do the same so you can get up for practice tomorrow.”

      There’s a polite smile plastered on her face, and I’ve been dismissed.

      “Yeah. Okay… Goodnight.”

      “Goodnight. And thank you.” She holds up the shirt as I leave. I nod.

      No sooner do I get to my doorway, I hear her crank up the water, and that’s the end of any chance I had of changing her mind.
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      I sit up abruptly in bed, my heart beating a mile a minute as I try to process the dream I just had. One in which his hands were all over me and I was panting his name. I’m a little concerned I might have been actually doing it because my mouth is so dry, I feel like it’s stuffed with cotton balls and I’m in desperate need of water—and sanity. I could not be having sex dreams about Alexander Xavier.

      Sex dreams were going to lead to fantasies. Fantasies would lead to daydreams. And daydreams would lead to me opening my mouth at the wrong time and spilling the truth. It was one thing to kiss the man in a moment or two of weakness. It’s another to be actively fantasizing about him when he isn’t around. That was going to lead to me really wanting him. Which would leave me with nothing but problems.

      I look around remembering that I was staying at his place. This was probably half the reason I couldn’t stop thinking about him even in my dreams. I should have just gone straight home.

      I get up out of the bed making my way into the hallway and down to the kitchen. The lights are all off but the ambient lighting along the floorboards leaves it just light enough that I can see to make my way to the kitchen. Hopefully, I can stay quiet enough that he doesn’t hear me up and about because the last thing I think I can handle in my current state is seeing him. This whole trip to the kitchen is risky but not getting some water on my parched throat wouldn’t work either.

      When I reach the kitchen, I open the fridge to pull out the pitcher and a glass as quietly as possible. I manage to pour them quietly, and I think I might be home free if I can walk back as silently as I came in. As I take my first sip though, I hear him stirring in his room. That’s when I realize I made a mistake. I should have just gotten a little sip of water out of the faucet in the bathroom and stayed in my room. I try to calculate if I can run back to the guest room in time, but if he opens the door as I do that, it’s going to be wildly awkward.

      My fate is sealed a moment later when I hear his door opening and his feet padding down the hallway. I feel my stomach flip. A wash of nerves and anticipation goes through me. It has me questioning how bad my crush on this man is getting.

      “You all right?” His voice is a deep rumble from behind me, and I nearly jump out of my skin despite the fact I knew he was coming.

      I press my fingers to my lips and swallow to keep from choking.

      “Steady there, Saint. It’s too late to be calling the EMT.” His eyes travel down over me, landing hard on my bare legs before they come back up to meet mine again. A small smirk flashes in the wake of his assessment.

      Right. I’d forgotten what I wore to bed when I made my way out here. Nothing but panties and his oversized T-shirt. Super bright of me.

      He leans in closer, so close I can feel the warmth of him at my back.

      “And I don’t need them seeing my girlfriend looking like this either.” There’s an inflection to his voice, a lightheartedness that lets me know if I turned around, I’d see that playful boyish smile he has sometimes when he’s teasing. One which I definitely cannot look at right now, because I can’t handle it.

      I take another sip of the water, the tartness of the lemon and the sweetness of the strawberries it’s been infused with swirl over my tongue. The same way his tongue had swirled over mine earlier and then in my dream when it had—damn. This is bad. He puts distance between us again though, as I hear him grab a glass out of the cabinet and set it on the quartz counter. The clang of the glass on the stone startling me from my daydream.

      “You giving me the silent treatment, Saint?” I hear him ask as he pours his own glass of water.

      I shake my head and take another sip to keep from talking. I don’t trust myself right now. I’m going to finish this glass of water and get back to the guest room. Close the door and remain unscathed by this little would-be close call. I could do this.

      He downs the glass and then he’s back on me again, sliding into the space next to me and leaning against the counter so he can get a closer look at my face. He’s shirtless—because of course he is, I woke him up—and there is so much skin and tattoos, and just generally everything I want to touch because the dream felt way too real. Like he was actually touching me. Putting his mouth on me. Saying insanely dirty things to me while he took what he wanted.

      “All right. Spill. You look like you saw a fucking ghost.”

      Must have been the ghost of my dignity. The version of me that gave a flying fuck that this man was only ever interested in me as a one-night stand and is my ex-husband’s best friend.

      “I just had a bad dream.”

      “A nightmare?” His brows knit together, and he studies my face.

      “Something like that.”

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You had a bad dream where nothing happened?”

      “Something happened, I just don’t want to share.” I’m snippy when I answer him.

      “Okay…” He trails off like he’s assessing me. “Is there something I can do?”

      My eyes snap to his, studying them because his newfound interest in my feelings and making sure I’m okay have knocked me off kilter. The kind things he’s been doing lately are obliterating a lot of my previous assumptions about him, and I’m struggling to figure out where the line between the real Alex and the fake boyfriend is. He stares back at me and then he reaches out, his fingers gently brushing over my arm, but I jolt involuntarily at the contact. His fingers against my skin too much of a reminder.

      “Saint?” He looks at me, worry deepening the little valley between his brows.

      “You were in the dream.” I try to explain away my jumpiness because it is weird that I’m this skittish over a nightmare as an adult. We both know it’s weird.

      He pulls his hand back and glances down at the counter, clearing his throat softly before he speaks again.

      “I know we haven’t always gotten along but you know I’d never do anything to hurt you, right? Fuck, you know I’d hurt anyone who tried. Whatever has you like this—you’re safe here. You’re safe with me.” The way he says it—a hint of pain in his voice that he has to say it at all, but so much conviction.

      My heart kicks up in my chest, and there’s another answering flutter in my stomach. His eyes study my face again, and mine wander. I can’t take the direct eye contact from him right now. The way it feels like he sees through me.

      “I know,” I whisper.

      “What did I do?”

      I take the last sip of my water, trying to buy time for a reasonable response. Something that would explain why I’m jumpy but come nowhere near the truth. It’s not enough. A few small swallows and times up. His eyes are burning a hole through me. The gold-flecked brown caught in the light bouncing off the stainless steel of the fridge.

      “You grabbed me. Put me on the counter, ripped things off, and uh… put your mouth on me.” The words are out before I can stop them, even as I trip over them. I can’t think of a good lie and then I bite the inside edge of my lip. I can’t believe I said it out loud. Just blurted it, like some kind of idiot incapable of controlling her own tongue.

      The words are like a physical slap, and he slides back along the counter several inches before he stands up, shaking his head.

      “If I said too much earlier tonight… I’m sorry. I would never—ever—touch you like that without you asking for it.”

      “I know,” I whisper, my throat dry again even with the water.

      He stares at me again, his eyes running over me.

      “Oh,” he says finally, his tone deep and raspy. Like maybe we both need a drink. “You wanted it.” He trails off and then he looks at me carefully. Like he’s seeing something he didn’t before. “You want it.” It’s an observation and a question wrapped in one.
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      “Shouldn’t,” she whispers.

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      She stares at the glass in front of her like she’s studying it to find answers there.

      “I think I might be developing a weird crush or something as a result of all this,” she says at last, waving her finger back and forth between us and looking like she’s not thrilled to be admitting it.

      “A crush?” I try not to sound too enthusiastic, but I need to know what she means by that.

      “Yeah… I know we’re too old for crushes, but I don’t know what else to call it. I think it’s just that I haven’t really dated much since the divorce and then you’re here, and you’re… a lot. It would explain the weird dream and the misplaced jealousy earlier.” Her eyes shift, sliding over me absently.

      My eyebrow raises as I try to make sense of what she’s saying. Whether I’ve finally just heard a touch of the things I’ve been hoping to hear since I found out she’s single again. Or if it’s just incredibly late and I’m imagining the things I want to hear being said.

      “Don’t get freaked out. I’m not going to turn into a fangirl. Trust me.” She rolls her eyes like she doesn’t like the way I’m watching her.

      “I’m a lot?”

      “Yes. And you know that, don’t play stupid.”

      “I don’t even know what that means. You’ll need to explain it to me.” I don’t want to make any assumptions with her.

      “Alex…” she sighs.

      And the way she says my name, in this context after that confession, pushes nearly every button I have. I need more. I want to know what she’s really thinking and not the censored version she’s going to create.

      Before I can think it through my hands are on her hips, bracketing them as I walk us both across the distance of the kitchen. Her ass bumps the edge of the island and we both come to an abrupt halt. Her warm perfect body so close to mine, only a couple of inches between us.

      I’d fallen asleep reimagining things out on that terrace tonight. If Colt had never interrupted us and things had continued. If when we got back tonight, she’d asked me to take her out of that dress, come shower with her, or come to my room when she’d gotten out. I’d imagined every possible scenario before I’d fallen asleep. Which is why I’m hoping this one is real.

      “Explain,” I dare her to finish her confession. To tell me what I’m fairly sure she’s been thinking for a while now. If I’m right that I’m not alone in this.

      “I don’t know really. A crush. You’re you—Alex I mean. But you’re also you—the public version. I guess when I forget who we are to each other…” She pauses and looks down for a moment. “You look like you could fuck how you talk—like you don’t give a fuck about anything except getting what you want. So I remember the appeal sometimes. Okay?” she says defensively, nearly huffing the last sentence out like she can’t believe she’s admitting it to herself let alone me.

      I try to suppress the smirk that comes.

      “You’re half right.”

      “Half?”

      “I’d fuck you like I don’t give a fuck about anything but giving you what you want.”

      She swallows hard and looks past me. A nervous little flick of her eyes and I can feel the tension roll off of her.

      “Like I said… a lot,” she whispers.

      “So take what you want,” I offer.

      She looks at me again, her eyes passing over mine slowly this time before she looks away again.

      “I couldn’t enjoy it.”

      “Why not? Because of him?” I feel the rise of jealousy up my spine as I think of all the time he already had with her, and if he’s still going to stand in the way now it’s going to eat me alive.

      “No. I don’t care about him. But I just… you’re too much, even if you wanted to, if I wanted to… I need a guy like the ones I was talking to before all this. Simple. Easy. My league. Training wheels and all that first. I’m out of practice with one-night stands, and I need a wading pool, not deep ocean water.” She waves her hand over me.

      “Yeah… Look around. You’re already in the fucking ocean, Saint. But you can use me for practice.”

      No fucking way is another man touching my girl. If she needs practice, I’m here any and every fucking time she needs it. I grab her and lift her up onto the counter, kissing her slowly, using soft teasing strokes. I’m trying to be gentle with her, give her the opportunity to stop me if she wants. But I need her to know that I’m here for anything—any dream, any desire, any practice—it’s me she’s using.

      “I want you, so fucking much, Saint.”

      The words must unlock something for her because a moment later she’s tentatively kissing me back. Like the practice kiss, like earlier tonight, she’s responsive when I give her the opportunity. Teasingly sweet like she’s nervous but shyly eager all at the same time. Giving me answering gentle pressure with her lips, as my hands slide down the sides of her hips and then over her bare thighs, and just like earlier tonight, she reacts to my touch. Like she craves more of it—like she wants more of me. My heart kicks up in response, desperate to please her and give her any little thing she wants.

      “Alex,” she whispers when we finally break, staring down at the space between us.

      The breathy way she says my name, the taste of her on my mouth, and the fact that I have everything I want sitting in front of me on my kitchen counter wearing my shirt and looking at me like she wants me has my cock hard and my stomach in fucking knots.

      “You want to practice saying my name? We can do that too.” I smirk because I can’t help myself.

      Her eyes flick up to mine, narrowing a bit but the desire is still there. It’s taking all my self-control to pace myself. To not grab her and drag her back to my bed, show her all the ways I can take care of her.

      I lean down and kiss the side of her throat instead, needing something to focus on. Her hands are on me now, her fingers sliding over my skin, exploring my sides and I love the feel of it. A soft gasp comes out of her when I flick my tongue in the tiny valley just beneath her ear and I can’t fucking help myself when I open my mouth again.

      “Or you want to practice coming on my tongue like in your dream? You can do both at once. You can start by whispering my name like that and we can see how long it takes to make you scream it.”

      She sighs, “Christ. See…This is what I mean.”

      “What?”

      “The way you talk, the way you look. It’s too advanced for me.” But even as she says it, she looks at me like she wants to know what I feel like. Like she’s dying to have me put my hands on her.

      “Yeah? You melting under the pressure, Saint?” I slide my hands up her legs. “Spread them for me and let me find out.”
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      Harper

      

      The way this man’s hands look on me is quickly becoming one of my favorite sights in the world. He makes me feel that combination of sexy and nervous that I haven’t felt in a long time. Probably not since him, if I’m really honest. Because while I liked Drew when I met him, loved him for a while even, it was never the sort of intense spark that I feel anytime I’m around Alex. The kind that makes me feel like I’m going to get burned—incinerated even—because I shouldn’t want him as badly as I do. I keep trying to remind myself of the reasons I shouldn’t.

      But none of them are working anymore. Not with the dream I just had. Not when he’s standing here in front of me saying all the right things. His enormous frame dwarfs me in this kitchen and then there’s the bare chest, the tattoos, and the thighs. Like did I even notice men’s thighs before this man? I don’t think so, but now it’s a thing for me. I’m not sure I could conjure a better fantasy than him.

      So I do what he asks, spreading my legs for him and watching under half-closed lids as his face lights and a hint of a grin forms on his lips. His hand creeps up my thigh as he leans forward, kissing his way up my neck, sliding between my legs and stroking me through the cotton just as he reaches my jaw.

      He groans against my skin as he finds what he was looking for.

      “Oh fuck me, you’re such a good fucking girl. I knew you would be.”

      Those few words have me melting for him. Whatever he wants he can have.

      He strokes me through the fabric at a steady rhythm as he kisses his way down my jaw, taking my mouth again with his. I grind against his hand, desperately searching for more friction as I slide my fingers over his sides and back. He feels like heaven—touching his skin, the muscles underneath go taut as he leans down over me. His lips work their way to my throat again, and he pulls the T-shirt I’m wearing to the side, exposing my collarbone as he kisses his way over it.

      His fingers slide to the waist of my underwear and dip under the elastic. “Lift your hips so I can take these off you.”

      I do as he says, and he slides them down making a point of dragging them slowly over my thighs and calves as he takes them off. He sets them on the counter next to me, running his thumb over the soaked cotton at the center and grinning before he turns back to me.

      “You gotta tell me what kind of practice you want first, Saint. You want to come with my hands or on my tongue?”

      “Hands,” I whisper back before I press my lips to his again because I couldn’t take this man’s tongue right now. I’d fall apart in seconds, and I want this to last for a while longer because I like having his attention focused on me way more than I ever thought possible.

      Another moment later and his fingers are on me again, parting me and teasing my clit with long gentle strokes that have me sliding to the edge of the cold stone for more, the sensation a counter to my fevered skin.

      “Gonna make me wait to taste you? Prove I can make you come first?” He teases me with small brushes of his lips over mine as he talks.

      “Yes,” I whisper back as he dips his fingers inside me, curling them and holding them there as I start to slide against them.

      “Good. Make me work for it. It’ll make you taste that much sweeter when you finally let me have it.” His breath is on my neck before he kisses me and I slide my fingers over his shoulders, grabbing them as I search for more friction. He swipes his thumb over me, matching the rhythm of my hips as I grind against his hand.

      “You like this? When I touch you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. So fucking perfect. You’re such a good fucking girl for me. So fucking gorgeous and so wet.” He kisses me again, pressing his thumb to my clit and it brings me to the edge of my orgasm a few moments later. Right to the precipice where I’m about to fall over into the deep abyss of it. I tuck my head down, leaning into him and his shoulder. But he stops and tilts my chin up making me meet his eyes.

      “I want to watch you when you come. See you and hear all the sounds you make. So don’t hide from me.”

      “Okay.” I nod because I’d agree to anything at this point.

      Then he finishes me, giving me the perfect amount of pressure and counterstroke to my hips as I rock forward. I gasp when it hits me hard, like lightning curling down my spine and pooling between my thighs.

      “Come for me. Let me hear how you sound when I touch you.”

      “Alex… fuck that’s so… fuck,” I curse as he keeps the pressure up, dragging out the sensation. I can’t think straight.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful, coming for me like this,” he whispers, kissing the side of my throat again.

      He manages to wring one more tiny wave out of me and a series of small gasps as I lean forward, his body propping mine up and keeping me from just falling to the floor at his feet. I close my eyes, trying to catch my breath again as his fingers slide out of me slowly.

      He kisses me again, soft tender passes of his lips over mine. Ones that don’t feel like practice.

      “You’re gorgeous, Saint. I hope you know that. In that dress tonight. On this counter like this…” he whispers.

      I’m quiet then, trying to process the fact that I’d come so hard just from that. Just from his touch, and his words. On his kitchen counter.

      His—as in the all-pro defensive end for my favorite team. Football’s king libertine. My ex-husband’s best friend. The one who’d sat across from me at holidays and begrudgingly eaten the subpar turkey and stuffing I’d made before joining my husband for scotch in the other room. Who made out with famous singers in my home. Who was on a billboard right now off of I-5.

      His hands had worked me perfectly. Like he knew my body inside and out. Better than any I’d had in recent memory. All while sitting on his kitchen counter after I’d woken him up in the middle of the night to confess that I was having dirty dreams about him.

      Shit.

      I start to try to formulate some sort of apology. An excuse. Some reason why this wasn’t one of the craziest things I’d done in a while but before I can, his lips brush over my forehead and his hands wrap around me, picking me up off the counter and setting me down gently on my feet.

      He grabs my underwear off the counter and hands them to me. He looks at me warily like he senses I’m off kilter.

      “It’s four in the morning, Saint. Whatever analyzing you’re doing, just save it, and let your orgasm put you to sleep for a few first.”

      I take my underwear and do my first ever walk of shame, from a kitchen to a guest bedroom, in my life.
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      The next day I’m sitting outside with Scarlett, one of the assistant curators I work with and one of my absolute favorite people. We’d worked together since I was the assistant curator and she was a registrar, and we’d spent all morning this morning elbows deep in old boxes in the back of a warehouse storage room. When we can escape the dark doldrums of the collections warehouses we try to and having a picnic for lunch while the weather is still nice is the best part of my day so far. Minus the 4 a.m. incident, that is. But I’m trying not to think about that.

      “How’s the channel going?” I ask Scarlett. She’s recently started a video channel on social media teaching about history and even though she doesn’t want to own up to it most days, it’s started to gain some serious traction. She’s incredibly smart, witty, and stunning which is apparently a lethal combination for luring in history nerds to watch you talk about the nuances of twentieth-century signal corps insignia.

      “It’s going really well. I’m honestly blown away and a little scared at how well it’s doing. I haven’t told the bosses yet or anyone else. I’m guessing they won’t love it.” She tucks a piece of her long red hair that’s fallen out of the loose bun she’s pinned up behind her ear.

      “I’m guessing it’s none of their damn business. The pay is awful. If you can make extra doing that to make sure you can afford rent next month, they can’t really blame you.”

      “And yet he’ll probably try.”

      We both know she’s referring to one of the archivists whom she has a love-hate relationship with.

      “He’s such a dick. And he’s jealous that a woman is as smart as he is with half the number of years in the field. I also maintain that he has some sort of hate crush on you.” I glance back at the building where said archivist is probably working as we speak.

      “Hate crush?”

      “Like he’s jealous but he thinks you’re smart and gorgeous. I’m pretty sure he’s all in his feelings about it, just the way he looks at you.”

      “Well, he’s never done or said anything inappropriate. Other than just being fucking hard on me all the time when we have to work together. I just feel like if he finds out about the channel, that’s going to double the animosity and I don’t need it.”

      “If he starts anything, tell me. He and I already go rounds over some of the things he wants to rubber stamp, so it’s not like I’m worried he won’t like me.” I give her a small smile.

      “Well, none of it might matter soon if we lose the funding and the building.” She sighs.

      “Yeah, well… I’m working on it. And Violet’s been helping. She had another idea for creating a new fund. Having a bunch of museums and cultural organizations here band together and pool funds. Then we could all support each other when things are down. Hopefully, create a stronger lobbying block too. I’m not giving up yet. Plus… I’m hoping that working with Alex will get us some of the exposure we need.”

      “Oh yes, speaking of hate crushes… how is yours going?” Scarlett gives me a knowing look and then grins at my suffering. She’d been the only person outside the football friend group I’d confided in about my situation. I couldn’t bear lying to her, and I need someone who isn’t already biased toward Alex to talk to.

      My mind flashes back to the early morning run-in in his kitchen and I can feel the blush climbing up my neck as I think about sitting on his counter again.

      “I had to stay the night at his place last night—in the guest room,” I add when her brows start to rise. “But then I got up during the night for water, and he was up… I had a little moment of weakness.”

      “You kissed him again, accidentally?” she says “accidentally” like she doesn’t believe it because she’s been set on the idea of us getting together for revenge since I told her about our situation.

      “It might have been more than just kissing.” I scrunch my nose.

      “How much more?” She looks at me surprised.

      “Like I might have ended up on the kitchen counter in just a T-shirt while he used his hands on me more?” I mumble.

      “Holy shit. Good for you!”

      “Bad for me. He knows now that I have this stupid thing for him, and that’s not going to end well.”

      “Oh my god! Stop. I am so freaking jealous. That man is hot, Harp. You are living the life the rest of us only dream of. Getting off on a kitchen counter in the middle of the night with Xavier? Jesus!”

      “It was kind of hot… but also, I feel awkward now. I’ve made our whole arrangement awkward. I’m so screwed.” I cringe and lean my head down onto my forearm on the table.

      “I mean you could get screwed.” She laughs.

      “Stop! I cannot think about that. I have to stop thinking about him like that in general.”

      “Kind of hard to do when you’re dating the guy you have a crush on. When do you see him again?”

      “Fake dating. I’m not sure. His publicist has things on her list. But I’m going to the opening game to watch him. Violet and Mackenzie are going to be there.”

      “Like the football wives? Wait does this mean you’re gonna be in the box seats with the wives?”

      “Yes,” I say sheepishly because I’m embarrassed that I’m pretending to live this football girlfriend life that doesn’t really belong to me.

      “Again… jealous. I hope you’re enjoying this.”

      “I’m trying to appreciate it, but it feels weird since it’s all pretend and I don’t really belong there.”

      “Violet and Mackenzie are your friends. You belong where they are.”

      “Not when they’re doing the football player wife thing.”

      “I mean… give it time.”

      “Scarlett!”

      “What? I’m just saying…”

      “I don’t know why you’re encouraging this. You’ve never approved of athletes before. You didn’t even like athlete agents if I remember. You’ve always said we need to find the bar where all the archaeologists from the university hang out.”

      “I mean, I am a sucker for a guy who spends his summers getting dirty and curses like a sailor.” She wiggles her eyebrows.

      “Well, maybe you’ll meet one who wants to work with you on your channel. A collab or two and you’ll hit it off. And then he’ll have a friend. When this is all over, we can double date.” The idea of something beyond my current awkward fake situationship has me feeling a smidgen of hope.

      “I’m not opposed to that. But I still think you need to give Mr. Faking It But Don’t Have To Fake It a chance, you know?” She grins at me.

      “Yes. I’ll start playing with fire later today too. Maybe take some ice cream into the collections room.”

      “Don’t joke about that! I still can’t believe he did that.” Scarlett grumps about an intern who brought an ice cream cone into collections and let it drip onto one of the objects under her watch.

      “All right… we better get back in there and start working on this exhibit.”
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      When we get back inside, I see I have a text from him and open it up.

      
        
          
            
              
        ALEX

      

      
        You busy tonight? My parents are having a thing and want me to stop by. I’d rather not go alone.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at the text for a minute. While his mother is rumored to be very sweet, his father is a force to be reckoned with. A senator who’s almost as famous as he is, with a temper to match his son’s and a long shadow that casts over everything political in the city and beyond it.

      On one hand, going to his parents’ house after last night feels like a lot. A huge step even in a fake relationship that I’m not prepared for. I definitely didn’t need one awkward intimate encounter after another. Especially when this is all just supposed to be a fictional veneer to protect his career. On the other, it means we’ll be so busy acting for them that we won’t have time to revisit last night. Plus his father has a lot of clout. A lot of ability to get attention, sway votes, and be heard on topics like say a levy we desperately want to see passed. It’s a long shot to get him to see reason where the museum is concerned, but he might. I could hope.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sure. I can come. Might need to grab some caffeine though. It’s been a long day. What time?

      

      

      

      

      

      I know that he and his father have an icy relationship. It’s been that way since college according to Drew. He’d gone on a football scholarship to a school that wasn’t an Ivy and pursued a communications degree instead of following in his father’s footsteps to politics and law. It had a bitter ripple effect on their relationship, one that had already been strained since Alex had never really been good at falling in line and obeying authority figures. A position Senator Xavier relished.

      
        
          
            
              
        I can come get you when I get out of practice at 4.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I won’t have time to change.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Whatever you’ve got for work will work for this.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Okay. I’ll meet you in the lobby?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        See you there.
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      A little while later and Scarlett and I are working on the object list for the upcoming exhibit. She works with the military collection, and I work with textiles, so we’re paired together on a WWII-themed exhibit on fashion and the frontline in the 1940s. Several of the upcoming fundraising events to help convince the community to keep the museum are centered around it and it’s our last-ditch effort to show them we’re worth funding. So you know, no pressure at all to make it perfect.

      “What about these two dresses in this case here and then the uniforms opposite them here? When people walk in, it’ll give them that sense of them walking down the street past them.”

      “Yeah. I like that. We just need to come up with a few more things for this case over here. Has Stacy had a chance to get the programming together yet? Do we know what interactives she’s putting in?”

      “She’s getting back to me. I think she said today. I need to check my email.”

      “You better do that. It’s already getting late, and you have a date tonight.” Scarlett gives me a look. She’s enjoying this way too much.

      “Don’t start,” I say as I crouch down to make sure the bottom of this dress is off the floor on the mannequin.

      “Oh, I’m gonna start, until you start acknowledging he’s hot and you want him.”

      “Stop.”

      “You want him. You need him. Oh, baby. Oh, baby.”

      “Are you seriously quoting movies at me right now?”

      “Yes. Until you admit that you have fun with him and you want him to do it again.” She laughs as she puts a couple of boxes up on the shelf.

      “Fine, it was great. He’s hot as fuck. I love the way he talks, and I want him to pin me down and fuck me hard. Is that better?” I look up at her from my crouched position because she doesn’t respond. She’s frozen in place, her eyes glued to a spot up and over my shoulder—the doorway to our workroom. Then she blinks and her eyes shift down to me.

      “Um… Harp…”

      Shit. There was definitely someone in the doorway. No one ever comes back here except the curators or the collections staff. None of whom she’d be having this reaction to, so it must be upper management. I was going to die of embarrassment if it was the director or the business manager.

      I stand to my full height, slowly as I grab the paperwork I’d temporarily set on the floor. Buying seconds before I have to face whomever it is.

      “I brought you caffeine. Wasn’t sure what you wanted, so I got a few different things. Figured whatever you didn’t want, someone else might.” I recognize his voice immediately and my eyes flash to Scarlett for a moment before I close them and mouth, “Kill. Me. Now,” to her.

      I turn slowly though, trying to act unbothered and plaster a strained smile on my face. Maybe he hadn’t heard. And if he had heard, it wasn’t like he knew for sure I was talking about him. There might be someone else I’m talking about.

      When I finally turn and look at him though, the way his eyes dance with mirth, the tiny smirk at the corner of his mouth; he knows exactly who I was talking about.

      “Who let you back here?” I try to sound pleasantly curious when I ask but fail miserably.

      “The guy at the front desk. He’s a fan. Told me I didn’t need to sit around the lobby waiting and could come back here to see you. That you’re always in this room hiding out.”

      “I bet he did.”

      Fucking Dave, being so helpful.

      “There’s a no liquids or food in this room rule.” I nod to the sign on the door.

      “Yes. We already had an ice cream incident last month,” Scarlett grumbles.

      He takes another step back into the hallway, smiling as he disappears beyond sight.

      I sigh and look at Scarlett, quirking a brow up in accusation.

      “Sorry.” She has the decency to look remorseful for encouraging the discussion we were having. I take a deep breath and make my way out to face the music.
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      When she walks out into the hall, she’s managed to compose herself. I hold the drink holder out so she can choose one and she seems grateful to be able to look at something other than me.

      “Is this an iced macchiato?” She raises an eyebrow in question.

      “Yes. With caramel. The barista said you might like that one.”

      She plucks it carefully from the cardboard and takes a tentative sip, her eyes still glued to it like it’s the most interesting thing she’s seen all day.

      “Thank you. This was thoughtful.” She holds up the cup and gives a half smile.

      “Got a place we can put the rest?”

      “There’s a break room down here.” She nods but pauses before she heads that way. “Scarlett I’m going to have him put these in the lunchroom. Can you see if anyone wants one?”

      “Sure thing,” Scarlett calls back.

      I follow her down the hallway into a small room with a fridge and a microwave. One that looks more like a closet than a break room and set the coffees down on the table. She takes another little sip of the one she has in her hand.

      “Are you sure this is going to work for your parents?” She motions to her black pencil skirt and blouse. “I don’t feel like it’s nice enough for anything they’d be doing. What is this thing anyway?”

      “Dinner.”

      “Dinner?”

      “Yes. The meal you eat at the end of the day.”

      “I know, but I mean… dinner with other people or dinner like we’re having dinner with your parents?”

      “The last one.”

      “Alex! You said a thing. I thought they were having some event where there’d be lots of people. This is the kind of thing I need to prep for. You need to tell me more about your family. Your dad is… something else. I need to be wearing something that looks like I tried, not this. And I should have prepared talking points for the museum.”

      “You handled Drew’s parents fine. You can handle mine. You look gorgeous, as always, and I’ve also heard you talk this place up plenty. With him you’re better off talking off the cuff than trying to come in prepared anyway. You act like you have talking points and he thinks he’s on the debate stage.

      “Something you’ve encountered before I take it?” She raises her eyebrow at me.

      “Being his kid, it came with the territory.”

      “I see.”

      “I really would have liked to wear something nicer though.”

      “You look nice in this.”

      She gives me a doubtful look, and I lean down, giving her a playful grin.

      “I mean don’t get me wrong. You look better out of it, wearing one of my T-shirts, sitting on my counter and—”

      “Alex!” She glares for a moment, her eyes darting to the door.

      “I wouldn’t worry. I’m already here so I can’t walk in on you talking about me again.”

      “I wasn’t talking about you.” She rolls her eyes.

      “No? Who were you talking about then?”

      She hesitates, and we both know she’s coming up with a lie.

      “The guy I was seeing before this.”

      “You wanted to fuck him that badly and you gave it up to help me?”

      “Yes. So now you know how much you owe me.”

      “Or how much you must want me.”

      “Do you hear yourself when you talk or is it just a dull buzz of feedback?”

      “No, Saint, but I heard you last night stuttering and gasping while you came for me.” I run my eyes over her at the memory, smirking at the shocked look on her face. “And that was after you woke me up in the middle of the night because you needed me. So, you’ll have to forgive me if I don’t buy your lie.”

      “You’re lucky you brought me coffee.” She glares at me as she takes another sip.

      

      A couple of hours later and we’re at the dinner table. Saint has managed to weather the first-time meeting, get through cocktail hour and well into the meal with a smile plastered on her face. She and my mother have even managed to find some things in common, which makes me feel like I’m torturing her a little less. Except now my father is on one of his usual tears about my career, politics, bad decisions, and everything else that gets him riled enough that he feels he needs to pontificate on it whenever I actually come to the house—an event I avoid whenever possible. I’d hoped she’d be a bit of a buffer for that, but apparently, since she’s a girlfriend he’s decided to baptize her by fire into our family-dinner-night ritual.

      “Yes well, you could just retire and start a real career. One that makes a difference. But I know you’re too stubborn for that.” He needles me like he always does, but I’m determined not to take the bait in front of her, so I just smile and nod.

      “The potatoes are even better than usual, Mom.” I turn my attention to her because she’s the one bright spot when I have to endure this dinner table circus.

      “Thank you, honey. I put a little extra butter in them.”

      “It’s lovely, Mrs. Xavier. Thank you so much for having me over to your home.” Harper smiles brightly at my mom and she returns it. This is one of the many places Harper shines. She was the perfect wife to Drew, even with a difficult mother-in-law, and she knows how to handle family gatherings like a pro. I’d watched her run arduous holiday dinners with ease more than once.

      “You’re welcome, Harper. It’s lovely to finally have you over and meet you.” My mom gives her a once over and then flicks an approving look at me, a modest grin appearing in it’s wake.

      “Yes. Maybe you can help me convince him to quit. Now that you’re not married to Drew with a vested interest in Xander’s paychecks over better sense.”

      “Dad…” I grit out a title he doesn’t deserve as my eyes meet his in warning.

      “I think he should do whatever he loves. I have no idea how well he might do with politics, but the way he plays football… I mean have you seen his stats lately? Or heard any of the sportscasters talk about him? They can’t say enough good things. A lot of them are saying this will be his best year yet. That between this defense and the offensive trio, they’re headed for the Super Bowl. So it’s a little strange to hear you say you want him to leave it. I know family can sometimes be the hardest on us, but given that many of your donors and friends also love seeing him play… I’m just surprised you don’t have more positive things to say yourself. I’d have to imagine most men would kill to have a son as talented as he is. I hope you’re not blind to how amazing your son is just because his talents lie outside of politics. It would be a shame to miss it when he’s at the height of a career most players—well really most men—dream of.”

      I think my heart has stopped in my chest.

      I’m positive my dad’s has given, the way his face is subtly contorting as he looks at her. It’s the most motion I’ve seen out of it in years.

      I look back at her and she’s gleaming—a bright smile painted on as if nothing she said was offensive or out of the ordinary. Like she was just doling out helpful advice to a friend.

      I watch my mother’s eyebrow raise and lower quickly, a flit of an amused smirk dancing over her face before she tucks it away again.

      “I’ve been accused of a lot of things. But blind to my own son has never been one of them,” he answers her, unchecked disdain rife in his tone.

      “That’s interesting. It’s so obvious. But I’d guess a lot of people are intimidated by you. You and your son have that in common. Fortunately, the Xavier men don’t scare me as much as they do some others.”

      Holy fuck. This woman is going to kill me.

      And him apparently, judging by the way the little vein in his temple is popping.

      “I think we’re good with dinner. I feel a little queasy. I could use a break for some scotch before dessert.” He stands abruptly and exits the room without another word.

      My mother quietly clears her throat and sets her fork down on her plate, blinking a few times before she speaks.

      “Why don’t you take Harper on a tour of the house for a bit? I’ll have Annie help me get dessert ready and hopefully by then your father’s… indigestion will have improved.”

      “Sounds good, Mom. And again. Dinner was amazing. If you’ve got leftovers to spare, I’ll take them home.”

      “Of course honey.”

      “Harper? You ready?” I ask her and she looks a little pale.

      The bravado she’d had just moments ago must be gone. She nods though and follows me down a hallway. I’m not sure how much she really wants a tour of the house as money has never been Harper’s thing, despite my father’s accusations. But if she likes history, the house is full of it. I lead her out to the conservatory where she can, hopefully at least, get a little air and breathe again.

      Once we get into the open room, the cloudy light filters in through the glass panels and I turn to her.

      “You okay?”

      She still looks pale and now a little sheepish as her eyes meet mine.

      “I’m really sorry. That was out of line. I’m not helping you by doing that. I just… the way he talks about you. It’s ridiculous. You’d think you lived in the basement with no job. I can’t stand listening to it. How do you deal with it?”

      I shrug. “I’ve learned to deal with him over the years. It’s just how he is. If he’s not gravely concerned or incredibly unhappy about something, he doesn’t know how to get up in the morning.”

      “Well, he should be more appreciative. I know he uses you for his campaigns. You’re probably the only likable thing about him for most voters.” She gives me a small smile and it makes my heart rate kick up another notch.

      “Careful, Saint, or I’m going to think you’re going soft on me.”

      “Right. Can’t have that.” She gives me a teasing smile in exchange and then looks around the room. “So this is what family money buys? Fancy conservatories and sprawling old houses with gorgeous views?”
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      “All for the low price of selling your soul.” He gives a sidelong glance around the room as I make a tour of it.

      “I don’t know. Might be worth it,” I say as I pass beneath a large fern plant.

      I can’t imagine how much they must be spending just on landscape and gardening fees to keep the property and this room up. It’s gorgeous but daunting to think about.

      “Thinking about putting your soul on the market?” He’s busy looking out at the view through the window but I see the wicked smirk in profile.

      “If I thought I might get anything for the bid,” I answer, running my hand under one of the fern leaves, letting it brush over my fingertips. “Eventually I’ll have to figure out how to afford an apartment. Do you think I could sell off pieces of my soul at a time or sublet it? Something to create a steady stream of side income. I bet you have a good accountant. Maybe they could help me figure it out.”

      I laugh a little at my predicament and the fact that I had spent a lot of time in my adult life trying to make smart decisions only to end up where I am now. I stare down at another smattering of plants, the purples and the greens playing off each other as they spill out over the miniature pot they’ve been put in.

      “Or you could just sell it to me, Saint.” He’s so close when he says the words, his lips at my ear that I jump, and he wraps an arm around me to keep me steady.

      I glance up at him and give him a scolding look but he just smirks in return.

      “I might as well hand it to the devil in that case.”

      He tilts his head from side to side, the hint of a smile playing over his lips. “That might be fair, but I promise you’d enjoy the depraved things I’d want from you a lot more.”

      “You think?”

      “I promise. Unless you lied when you said you weren’t scared of Xavier men…” he trails off as he raises a brow at me.

      “To be clear, I said as scared. Not that I was completely free of the emotion.”

      “So I scare you?” His hand slides around the side of my neck, his thumb stroking the edge of my jaw.

      “Sometimes,” I answer quietly.

      “It’s mutual, you know. The way you just talked up there, fuck…”

      “Yeah well, no girlfriend could sit there and listen to him talk about you that way.”

      “So this is part of your girlfriend act?”

      “No. This is part of my weird crush thing. Where it’s scrambled parts of my brain that normally kick in and tell me not to tell off a senator at his dinner table.”

      “Well whatever it was, it was hot as fuck. And combined with your confession last night, Saint… you’re fucking torturing me.”

      “Well, we can’t have that…” I whisper back, feeling my heart kick up.

      “I’m not breaking your rules again unless you tell me to.” His eyes dart down to my lips, and I’m ready to break anything if it means he’ll put me out of my misery and kiss me.

      “I think there could be a temporary reprieve.”

      “Yeah? You gonna give me a hall pass?” His lips pull up in a grin and it makes him even more handsome in this light, and I hate him a little bit for it.

      “A short one…”

      “For how long?”

      For however long it takes him to kiss me and make me forget how much I want him.

      I shrug. “I guess until we have to go back for dessert.”

      He has a thoughtful look on his face, like he’s doing calculations in his head. “I can make it work.”

      “What?”

      He threads his fingers through mine and tugs me along gently behind him as he hurries to a door on the other side of the conservatory.

      “This mean the tour’s over?” I question where we’re headed.

      “No there’s one more room you’re gonna see.”

      “Okay, you going to clue me in?”

      He opens the door and I gasp. Because tucked away on this side of the house is a small sitting room, perfectly decorated as though the owner just walked away from the antique furniture a few minutes before.

      “Someone had a very high-priced soul.”

      “Grandma Ada. She hated Grandpa Hammond, so she had this and the conservatory built so she could get away from him.”

      “That’s…” I choke out a laugh. “Brilliant or sad, I can’t decide which.”

      “Both, I’d guess.” He shuts the door and I hear the lock click.

      I have all of one second to feel my nerves rise at that sound before he’s on me, his hands in my hair, and his mouth on my neck. He kisses his way down my throat and chest, pulling the neckline of my shirt down as he makes his way over the tops of my breasts.

      “This little conservative thing you’ve got going on here fucking does things for me, Saint. The way you wear your hair like that too.” His hand slides under my shirt and bra and toys with my nipple as he pushes me up against the bookshelf behind me.

      I don’t know what to say to any of that, so I just close my eyes and pray that I don’t start falling apart immediately. Babbling about my crush or my fantasies again instead of just staying quiet.

      “So you’ve been fantasizing about me at work too? Telling your friend?”

      “I didn’t… I…” I can’t get out the words as he slides my blouse down, pulling the cup of my bra back, and sliding his tongue over my nipple.

      “Don’t lie.” His teeth graze the tip.

      “Fuck,” I curse. “Fine. Yes. She was goading me and so… fuck…”

      He turns his attention to my other breast, and I have to grab the edge of the shelf, using it to brace myself. He pulls back smirking as he looks me over.

      “And so you admitted you wanted… how was it again? Oh yeah… pinned down and fucked hard.”

      “Something like that.”

      He grins then, one so devious I swear I see his eyes flicker with it. Like I’ve just been locked in with the devil himself. A fact confirmed when he speaks a minute later.

      “You’re not giving me a lot of time here, so we’ll have to improvise. But you’re gonna have to be a good fucking girl for me like you were last night and listen. You think you can do that?”

      I nod, because he could tell me to jump off a bridge right now and I’d consider it.

      “Good. Come over here.” He pulls me over to the elegant navy blue settee, and I look at him puzzled. “Take your panties off.”

      “What? We’re in your parents’ home.” I can feel the apprehension flick its way up my spine.

      He raises his brow like a threat, so I give him a doubtful look but lean over and comply anyway. I cringe when my fingers touch the fabric and remember what pair I’m wearing. When I pull them off, he reaches for them, taking them and holding the incredibly sheer lace Brazilian cut up as his eyes darken and shift to me. I’d purchased them post-divorce.

      “You’re dressed like a fucking schoolteacher and have these on?”

      “Last night was laundry night, and I spent it at your place instead of doing laundry,” I say defensively.
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      “Christ. Sit down,” I order her. She’s straightened her bra out again, but her blouse is still out of place, slightly disheveled, and I love the way she looks like this. When I’ve had my hands on her.

      She hesitates as she looks back at the vintage couch but ultimately complies, nervousness flitting over her face as she does it. I kneel down in front of her a moment later, and the second I kiss her inner thigh, I feel my cock go so fucking hard it feels like the slightest touch from her would take me over the edge. I kiss my way slowly upwards, dragging my tongue, nipping her tender skin in intervals. It has her writhing in front of me, spreading her legs wider and wider like she’s so desperate she can’t stand it. Almost as desperate as I am to taste her.

      “You need me to touch you?” I ask because I want to hear her say it.

      “Yes.”

      “Yes, what?”

      “Yes, I want you to touch me. Please.” Her words are soft and so quiet, but they still feel like they echo in the room.

      “I like how nicely you ask for things when you want me.” I kiss the inside of her thigh, nipping her gently one last time.

      Then I run my hand up the inside of her thigh, parting her for me so I can see just how wet she is before I slide my tongue over her once. The way she responds, whimpering and spreading further for me nearly has her slipping off the edge of the couch. My heart pounds in my chest at the sight of her, my girl finally spread out asking for me.

      “You look perfect on this couch. Dressed like this, like you’re about to give me a lecture on how old it is and where it came from while I make you come on my tongue.”

      I wrap my other arm around her thigh, helping to pin her in place and her fingers curl over the edge of the velvet cushion, closing her eyes as I go to take another long lick of her.

      “Fuck… Alex…” she mutters and the sound of my name on her lips makes me want to take her here. Bend her over. Fuck her hard and raw until my name is the only thing she can say. But I have to go slower with her, playing this little game of give and take until she comes to me for it again and again like she did last night. Like she is now.

      “Fuck, you taste like sin, Saint. I love this. How wet you get for me. How good you taste.” I brush my fingers over the sides of her clit, teasing her and she squirms underneath my touch, her hips canting with the movement and trying desperately to get more from me. I watch her for a moment, the way her lashes flutter, the sound of her breathing, and the way she pulls her lower lip up between her teeth.

      “Does that feel good, Saint?”

      “Like torture…” she whispers.

      “You want more?”

      “Yes… please.”

      I tease her with the tip of my tongue, barely stroking her clit with it and she raises her hips chasing more. Her fingers threading through my hair as she tries not to slide off the edge.

      “More. Please… Alex.”

      I suck on her clit, humming softly when I do it and her fingers run through my hair, little gasps coming from her as she tries to get air in her lungs. I pull back and she whimpers loudly at the loss.

      “Alex… please don’t stop. Just a little more.”

      Her pleading has me dying to hear what she sounds like when she comes like this. But I want her to take control. Her to show me how much she wants me because I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything more beautiful than this, her desperate under my touch.

      “Yeah? You want more? Take it. Use me how you need me then.”

      She hesitates and I hear the tiny exhale. My eyes flick up to meet hers, and she’s giving me a wary look.

      “Be good and fuck my tongue, Saint.”

      Her hands tighten in my hair then and she pulls me closer as she rocks her hips up to meet my face, and I slide my tongue over her while she rides it. Her pace picks up and becomes more desperate as her heavy breathing echoes in the room. She writhes against me and pants my name one last time, her fingers going almost painfully tight in my hair. A moan comes from her, one she mutes by biting her lip as her eyes go to the door, remembering where we are. I get a few more desperate rolls of her hips before her body goes slack and her fingers slip from my hair.

      I kiss my way down her thighs as I listen to her breathing return to normal. Mine hasn’t. I don’t know if it ever will because every step down this path has me wanting more from her. Every time I think if I can just have this I can be sated, but it just makes me want all of her.

      When I look up her eyes are closed and I can tell reality is starting to sink in for her, and as I’ve learned now, that’s quickly followed by her overanalyzing. So I stand and pull her up with me, pulling her close and pressing my lips to the side of her jaw.

      “That was the fucking hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my life, Saint. I don’t think I’ve ever been this fucking hard. Kills me how beautiful you are when you come apart like that.” I pull her against me because I need her to know what she does to me. How much she fucking controls me even if she doesn’t know it yet.

      “That was better than the dream. Definitely the best I’ve ever had,” she whispers before she kisses me. The words burn through me like wildfire, making me want to show her how I can give her the best of everything. If she’d just let me.

      Her hand slides down over the front of my pants, and she palms me. Her eyes wide like she can’t believe the effect she has on me before a sweet smile touches her lips as she looks up at me.

      “I want to do the same for you,” she whispers and smiles before she places a rough kiss against my lips.

      I want her. Fuck do I want her. But we’re running out of time before we’re interrupted, and I want all the time in the world when it comes to her.

      “I want that too, but we don’t have that kind of time on your hall pass right now. You’ll have to decide if you want to give me another one in the future.”

      “But—” she starts to argue but I kiss her again and tuck her panties into her hand.

      “But you better put these on and prepare yourself. Because you fired the first shots in a war earlier tonight and now, we gotta go back in.” I grin as she takes them from me.

      She grimaces. “Well mentioning your father definitely kills the mood.”

      “Good. I’d be worried if it didn’t.”

      “I mean you did get some of your looks from him. He’s just a raging asshole.”

      “And I’m not?”

      “You’re two different kinds,” she says as she slides her panties back up her legs. “He’s the kind I want to punch in the face, and you’re the kind who—” She stops and grins, her eyes flashing up to mine playfully. “Well, we know what your face is good for now.”

      A choked laugh comes out of me before I bend down to kiss her because holy fuck if this girl didn’t have me by the balls before, she does now.
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      Tonight we’re at a restaurant and bar opening for one of the other guys on the team, Gabe. I know who he is from watching the team play but I’d never met him in person like I had some of the other guys. He’s just opened the place and half the team is here alongside a whole group of VIP invites celebrating opening night. I feel ridiculously out of place. At the charity event, even though it was black tie, I at least knew a lot of the people attending because of our involvement in the same events and conferences. But here? In this restaurant that’s dripping with high-end atmosphere and cool-kid vibes, I’m not exactly in my element. The guys, including Alex, are off on a tour of everything behind the scenes with Gabe, so the girls and I are busy having drinks and chatting.

      “Oh, try this one.” Mackenzie slides her drink to Violet, and she tastes it.

      “Wow, that’s really freaking good.”

      “Right?”

      “I need one of these. So do you Harper. I’m gonna head to the bar. Be back in a few.” Violet runs off and Mackenzie smiles at me.

      “I feel like I’m not cool enough for these places.” Mackenzie looks around the room, and I follow her gaze.

      “I’m glad it’s not just me.”

      “Oh no. It’s not just you at all. I love getting a night out with Waylon and you guys, but I feel like I’m too old or too married or too much of a mom sometimes to be here. One of those things.”

      “You fit in here way better than me. I’m just happy to be included.”

      “Oh, you fit in. We love you. I’m so glad you and Violet found each other when she moved here. And it’s been great having you around more with Xander. I’ve never seen him look so… smitten. Christ. I don’t think I ever expected to use that word when talking about Xavier. I thought he was incapable.”

      “Yes, well… don’t get too excited. Remember this is mostly for show.”

      “Mostly?” Mackenzie’s eyebrow raises.

      “I mean we are friends of a sort. He is attractive. I don’t have to fake everything.” I grin.

      “I bet you don’t.” She laughs, taking a sip of her drink. “And attractive? I think he’s a little more than attractive. Attractive is the barista with the cute glasses or your optometrist who has the cute lopsided grin. Xavier is… well I guess what Waylon would have become if he didn’t get me as a ball and chain in college.” She grins.

      “I think Waylon would describe you a little differently.” The man absolutely worships the ground she walks on. I’m fairly certain he thinks she’s a goddess in mortal form.

      “Oh, it depends on the day I think. Like… did he leave his socks on the floor and a container of peanut butter open on the counter? Or was it game day and I’m ready to devour him by the time I finish watching him play?”

      “So married bliss then?” I laugh and give her a knowing look.

      She laughs for a moment and then her smile falters a bit.

      “I’m sorry. What your ex did to you. So fucked up, and if Waylon ever did that, I don’t think I’d ever recover. I had an ex like that myself, and I don’t take for granted how lucky I am with him. I hope you get your own version of that.”

      I shrug, “It is what it is. I’m certainly having a better time faking it with Alex than I did the last year or so trying to make things work with Drew. So focus on the positives, right?”

      “Right.” She smiles at me.

      Violet returns with our drinks and begins telling us how excited she is for us to meet her friend Joss who’s coming to town soon, giving us some gossip on how talented she is and how many famous people she’s had the opportunity to photograph. We talk about how we all have to get together and go to the latest exhibit at the museum, and meander into some side discussions of Violet’s current client projects while the guys continue on their tour.

      

      After a while, I head to the bar to get a refill and a glass of water when I see Alex talking to a stunningly gorgeous woman. She’s tall, even by my standards, blonde, with pale blue eyes, and effortlessly gorgeous in the outfit she’s wearing. She has the kind of face that’s just come off the pages of a magazine and I feel the same jealousy I’d felt the other night flicker up my spine.

      This was the problem with the way we’d been crossing boundaries and blurring the lines between what was real and fake. Because at the end of the day, we are fake. His loyalty to me is only because of the need to save his career, not because he’s given any indication that he actually wants to be in a relationship with me. Flirting? Kissing? Hooking up? All in his wheelhouse. Especially when it’s time limited by this act we’re putting on, and he’s stuck with me.

      But more than that isn’t something we’ve discussed, and it’s not even something I’m sure I want to discuss. Especially now when things between us are pretty good. I’m having fun, enjoying the time with him, and getting to go to events like this one with Violet and Mackenzie. It definitely beats sitting around my house watching reruns and eating TV dinners by myself while I scroll dating apps for other divorced people. I’m not in a hurry to wreck the good parts of it by stressing out Alex with my concerns about what it all means and whether or not he wants more.

      What would more even look like? Drew would die if he knew some of the things we’d done already. Die or murder us both, one or the other, assuming he wasn’t too distracted by his current girl of the moment to notice.

      The bartender slides me a drink and I slide my card back in return, glancing up again to see the woman touching Alex, running her fingers over his arm. In his defense, he pulls back, putting distance between the two of them but it’s clear that she wants him even from here. When the waiter gets back to hand me my card and the receipt, someone comes up next to me.

      “Well shit, I’m a second too late. I would have put that on the house.”

      I look up and it’s Gabe McGregor, the owner of the restaurant and the kicker for the team. Where the other guys are big and broad, Gabe is built more like a soccer player, tall and lean but still muscular and tattooed. I’m pretty sure I heard that he’d played soccer before switching teams in college. He’s a little bit older than the other guys but every bit as good looking and charming.

      I smile at him. “Your place is beautiful.”

      “And she knows who I am.”

      “Wasn’t that a requirement of attending tonight?” I match his tone.

      “Fair, but I feel like I’m at a disadvantage, that I don’t know who you are.”

      “Harper.”

      “Harper. I like that name.” His eyes flick over me with interest.

      I’m flattered, and for a momentary second, I think of what the possibilities might be if I wasn’t faking things with Alex—the opportunity to flirt with someone who wasn’t required to flirt back. But I’m the loyal sort, even stupidly so, to my fake boyfriend who was currently falling prey to one of the most gorgeous women in the room. But I could still talk to him, right? That isn’t illegal.

      “I like your bar. What made you decide to open one?” I try to redirect the conversation.

      “Ah well, I’m getting up there in years, you know? I gotta start thinking about what’s after football. And I’ve got a daughter to think about too. Figure this would be the kind of thing she could inherit and make use of. Might let her work here a few nights once she’s old enough to bus tables in a couple years.”

      “Hit them with the work ethic young. Sounds like my parents.” I smile.

      “No kids of your own?”

      “Nope. Too busy with the career.”

      “I hear that. If I hadn’t had her young, who knows? What career is that?”

      “Museum. I’m a curator.”

      “Well, that’s fucking fancy. I like that.”

      “When was the last time you were at a museum?” I smirk because this guy didn’t look like he’d ever set foot in one.

      “Probably when I was a kid. But I’d be at them more often if I knew you were there.” His eyes drift down to my ring finger. “No husband?”

      “Not anymore.”

      “Huh.” He smiles. “So if I offer your next drink on the house, you think I might be able to get a number to keep this conversation going on a night I’m less busy? Maybe a private tour at the museum if I’m lucky?”

      “No.” Comes a voice from behind me, an arm quickly encircling my waist and pulling me against him. His fingers are warm against my stomach and the way my body responds to the possessiveness of his tone is… new and a little bit concerning.

      “Well, fuck.” Gabe frowns, looking at me for half a second and then grinning back at Alex. “Nate!” He yells to the bartender. “Get this man a scotch neat if you still want to have a boss to issue your paycheck next week.”

      Nate laughs and pulls a glass out.

      “Enjoy you two.” He looks at Alex and then his eyes flick down to me, “And next time maybe a warning about who I’m pissing off?”

      “He’s not pissed.” I laugh and turn around to see Alex looking grumpy as fuck. My face falters. “What?”

      “You over here flirting up a fucking storm with our kicker. That’s what.”

      “We were just talking.”

      “Must have been a riveting conversation that he wanted to continue it on a private tour.”

      “Maybe it was.”

      “You remember you’re with me, right?” he asks in a tone that riles me a little.

      “That’s rich, considering you were just over there having your own little sidebar with whoever she was.”

      “That was Tobias’s sister. She’s in town for the game this week. Even if I wasn’t with you, I don’t have a death wish. Tobias might spare me on the basis of friendship after I let him get a few free shots to the face, but Easton and her father would gut me alive for thinking it.”

      “Well, she seemed to like you.”

      “I’ve known her a long time. She’s like her brothers—friendly.”

      “You’re not helping her by comparing her to Tobias given what I know of him so far.”

      “Not like that. I mean she’s a sweet girl. But I think of her as a sister.”

      “Right. Well, I think I’m going to head home after I finish this drink. So I should say goodbye to Mackenzie and Violet. It’s getting late.”

      “I can take you home.”

      “Nah. I’m gonna get a car. You stay.” I say bitterly. It’s stupid of me. He’s not mine. We’ve just been blurring lines in a way that makes him feel that way and given everything I just went through with Drew I’m letting feelings get involved where they shouldn’t.

      “Saint… What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing I just… he was nice. It was nice. Someone just casually flirting with me for once. It made me feel wanted, I guess.”

      “I don’t make you feel wanted?” There’s a hint of irritation, and I feel like we’re about to have our first fake couple fight.

      “No, not really.”

      “Did I hallucinate the last couple of times we’ve been together? You on my counter? You on that couch?” His voice is low so only I can hear.

      I will myself not to blush at the thought of those moments and then try to give a casual shrug.

      “You’re bored. Forced celibacy isn’t your thing. You’re stuck with me. It’s compulsory flirting and we both know we’re faking it. What I meant is it was nice to have someone just organically flirt with me, okay? It’s fine. I know it can’t go anywhere while we do this.”

      “It can’t go anywhere, ever.” His eyes darken, and I don’t like his tone.

      I stand straighter because I might do what he wants right now but if he thinks he has any say when this is over, no fucking way.

      “Why because your ego couldn’t handle the fact that a woman might move on from you instead of the other way around?”

      I can practically hear his jaw click and his teeth grind at that. I see him gearing up to say something that we will both probably regret if his temper gets the better of him and he actually says it out loud.

      “I’m sorry,” I say before he can speak. “That was out of line. We shouldn’t do this. Out in public like this. I’m cranky. It’s been a long day. A long week really at work, and I’m up way past my bedtime. I’m gonna get a car and go home. You stay and have fun with your friends. I’ll see you for the game this weekend, okay?”

      Several emotions flicker over his face but his eyes soften just a tad, and his brow unwrinkles enough that I’m not as worried he’s about to lecture me.

      “Saint—“

      “Let’s just talk tomorrow when we’ve both had some sleep, okay?”

      “Fine.” He relents.

      I pull out my phone, calling a car and then say goodnight to my friends before I head home for the evening. I’m glad to put some space between the two of us because I probably need to have more perspective when it comes to him than I’ve had lately. I keep getting too caught up in the fantasy when I need to stay grounded in reality if we’re going to make this work—and avoid us arguing in public.
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      I should be going home. I need sleep. I have practice in the morning. She told me to stay away and talk to her about it later. But I fucking can’t. I’m driving toward her house with the radio turned up because I don’t even fucking understand how we got to where we are tonight. Not after the last few times we’ve been together. I’d felt like I was finally getting to see parts of her she’d kept hidden, finally making progress in getting her to see that I’m not who she thinks I am. I should go home, but there’s no way I sleep until we clear the air on this.

      When I get to her house, I see that a few of the lights are still on. Before I knock unannounced, I decide to do what she’s asked for in the past and text her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can we talk?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        SAINT

      

      
        About?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m close to your neighborhood. Can we talk in person?

      

      

      

      

      

      There’s a pause then, and I can just imagine her staring at the phone, trying to make a decision about whether or not she wants to let me in. A minute that seems more like an eternity passes by before she texts me back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      I give it a couple of minutes. Trying to think through what the right things are to say. Reminding myself not to let her get under my skin. To focus on what I should say. Then I knock on the door and she opens it, stepping aside, already dressed down with her hair around her shoulders. I want to kiss her already. Pin her up against the wall and prove nothing I’ve been doing has been for show with her, but I remind myself why I’m here.

      “I know you said to wait until tomorrow, but I don’t like leaving things unsaid before bed. I just wake up pissed off.” I follow her into the house.

      “Okay.” She’s quiet, and watches me from across the living room, or what’s left of it since Drew gutted most of the furniture.

      “What happened tonight? Things have been good. We’ve been getting along. Fuck… let’s be honest, we’ve been doing more than getting along.”

      She curls the ends of her sleeves under her fingers and stares at the floor.

      “I know. We shouldn’t have. I have some sort unresolved infatuation when it comes to you and us doing what we’ve done… It makes it feel real even when I know it’s not. It’s fucking with my head. And we need to stop. That’s not very fair though since it’s been all take on my side, so you know, maybe one last hall pass to even things up and make it fair,” she rambles and then looks up at me.

      I stare at her for a moment, trying to decide if I’m understanding her correctly.

      “I… are you offering a blow job like you’re closing a fucking deal?”

      “I don’t know what I’m doing. I just want to be fair.”

      “Okay. Let’s back things up. Why were you flirting with McGregor tonight?”

      “I wasn’t flirting with him. He was flirting with me. I was just talking to him.”

      “And not shutting him down.”

      “I told you; it was nice to have someone actually want me.”

      “I want you.”

      “You want me because I’m here. Not because you really want me. I’m not even your type. For not being interested in Tobias’s sister you were flirting harder with her than you’ve ever pretended to with me.”

      “Last I checked I didn’t get on my fucking knees to let her ride my face.”

      Her eyes snap up to mine, and she glares at me.

      “I knew crossing that line with you was going to be a bad idea.”

      “Why?”

      “Why? Are you serious? I just told you. You’re you and I’m me. I have this stupid fucking thing for you and pretending like this is fucking with my head. She was freaking gorgeous. Exactly the kind of woman I picture you with. The two of you belong on a red carpet together. I don’t, and I don’t like feeling less-than. I’m already messed up because your best friend cheated on me with half of the city. I’ve only just recovered some of my self-esteem. I don’t have your bulletproof ego. So having to watch my pretend boyfriend flirt with every fucking woman in existence because apparently, no woman can control themselves around you is not fun. I guess at least I know I’m not alone.”

      “So you’re jealous.”

      “Sure. You could sum it up that way and forget all the nuance, I guess.”

      “Jealous because a few women talk to me, and I do nothing to encourage it?”

      “Sure. Whatever. You were all smiles with her tonight and with your ex the other night.”

      “All smiles… huh…”

      If only she knew how great I was at faking smiles and acting pleasant. Not only had I practiced it a million times on and off the field, in press conferences, and in dealing with my own family. But I’d had plenty of practice in this very fucking house.
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      He looks irritated all over again, and I knew this would be a bad idea. We should have just waited until tomorrow. I might have been able to just brush this all off, lie and say I’d just been in a weird mood tonight. Apologize for the weird jealous streak. But now we’re arguing again. I don’t have a lot of practice with them but I’m fairly certain fake relationships shouldn’t be this complicated.

      “Like I said, I don’t think either of us is in the right frame of mind.”

      “You’re right. Come here.” He reaches his hand out for mine.

      “What?” I stare at his hand.

      “I’m going to reframe this for you.” He extends his fingertips, and I reluctantly place my hand in his.

      He threads our fingers, gripping me tightly and pulls me behind him walking me to the dining room and flicking on the light.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Illustrating it for you. Because I want you to imagine sitting at this table, one holiday after the next. Coming to every fucking stupid dinner and birthday and BBQ because you want to see this person so badly, and it’s the only way you can. Because you fucked up one night years ago, and this is the only way you even get a window into their life now. An opportunity to see them, talk to them. At least know they’re happy even if you can’t be the reason for it. And while you sit there and eat at this table—your fucking turkey or hamburger or whatever festive fucking food the occasion requires, you have to watch them smiling at their spouse, entertaining his family, touching him, kissing him… Knowing he’s going to take her upstairs later and fuck her to his heart’s content while you fucking go home and stare at the ceiling wishing you could take back one stupid fucking mistake that could have changed everything.”

      My heart is pounding in my chest by the end of it, and we stand in some of the loudest silence I’ve experienced in my life.

      “Alex…” I whisper.

      “Strip.”

      “What?” I ask, a sharp intake of breath cutting off the word.

      “Take the pants off, and whatever sheer strip of lace you have on under them.”

      “I think—“

      “You said you wanted this to be fair, right?”

      “Yes…”

      “Then strip.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m going to eat at this fucking table.”

      I can hear the sound of my heartbeat in my ears as I slide my hands under the elastic of the sweatpants I have on, staring at him and wondering what the hell is happening. Trying to make sense of what he just said to me. Because I can’t have heard him right.

      He grows impatient with my progress, grabbing the material and practically tearing them off me, pinning me against the wall, and pulling my sweater off next until I’m standing in front of him in just my underwear. My hands go to the hem of his shirt, and he helps me pull it off. My palms go to his chest, so much muscle and ink there that I want to explore but when he moves forward to kiss the side of my neck the chain he wears swings forward, and I catch it.

      “Did you really forget?” I whisper.

      “Did you forget that night?” he whispers against my skin in return.

      “No.”

      “There’s your answer.”

      His mouth is on my throat then, kissing and biting his way over my flesh and he hauls me up into his arms, turning and depositing me on the table. He pauses only to strip my panties off and toss them to the floor.

      “Scoot forward and spread these pretty fucking thighs for me,” he orders as he sits down in the dining chair.

      I do as he asks, and he grins. “Such a good fucking girl for me. Now the bra.”

      I reach for the clasps and undo the hooks and eyes slowly, one at a time, trying to steady my breathing, focusing on the dark tattooed lines in the center of his chest.

      “Take your time.” A wisp of a smile washes over his lips. “Linger like you fucking used to when you’d bring me something. Lean forward a little while you do it. Used to tease me every fucking time. Fuck… Yes. Just like that.” He runs his hand over the front of his pants, shifting as I cradle the bra against my chest.

      I’ve had some dirty dreams about Alex in the past, but nothing compares to how the real version looks and sounds. His hands run up my thighs and just that little touch, the sight of how it looks to have his hands on me again makes me desperate for him.

      “Drop it. I want to see how gorgeous you look on this table naked for me. Ready to fucking eat.”

      I let the bra drop to the floor and I lean back, resting my palms on the table to support myself. His words giving me confidence I don’t usually feel.

      “Fuck yes. So-fucking-perfect. This is how it should have always been.” His thumb drifts tentatively over my clit as he talks, and I close my eyes.

      “You still have that red apron I bought you that one Christmas?”

      I frown for a moment and then remember what he’s talking about. It was a strange gift, especially from a guy like him but I’d thanked him all the same. I remember now the sly little smile he’d given me in return.

      “Yes. Somewhere. In the pantry.”

      “Good. You’re gonna wear that for me one night. You know why?”

      “Why?” I ask, taking a sharp breath as he slides two fingers inside me, giving me a whisper of what I need.

      “I bought it for you so I could imagine you in it. Bent over this fucking table, naked underneath while you begged me for more. Telling me over and over how much you want my cock.”

      “Alex…”

      “Yeah, Saint?” There’s a hint of amusement in his voice. “You’re getting so fucking wet while I talk about this. I love it. Such a sweet fucking pussy and so desperate to be fucked right. I bet he never ate you at this table, did he?”

      “No.”

      “Of course fucking not. Because he didn’t know how to take care of you. But I do, Saint. And I will fuck you any fucking way you want it as long as you ask me nicely.”

      “I want your mouth Alex, please.”

      His thumb brushes over my clit, and he leans down to kiss the top of my thigh, teasing me with light brushes of his tongue over my skin.

      “I love when you call me Alex too. So fucking proper. One of these nights though when we fuck—and there’s going to be a lot more, so you don’t forget how much I fucking want you—I’m going to make you call me Xander instead.” His tongue flicks over my clit for the briefest of seconds, and I spread my legs further, dying for more of him. “Maybe even XXL or Xavier because I want to hear you whimper like you’re a fucking fangirl. Fuck… I think I need it. Would you do that for me?”

      “Anything you want, just please…” The way he’s teasing and stroking me is like slow torture I can barely stand it. I’d give him anything he wanted if he’d put me out of my misery.

      “I’ll remember you said that,” he whispers against my skin just before he takes me in his mouth, this time licking and sucking me in earnest. Like I’m the best thing he’s ever tasted.

      I slide forward, nearly falling over the table until he catches me with his hands, holding me there while he fucks my clit with his tongue, using a rhythmic dexterity that counters my hips in nearly perfect sync. Until I come too close and too desperate to keep up. He pushes me back onto the table and slides his fingers inside me again, matching the pace of his tongue until I’m breathing and begging so heavily that I can’t even catch my breath. Just until I feel the weight of it hit me, heavy and hard, tingling until it blooms into full-on pleasure that melts and spreads through every nerve ending in my body.

      “Give me one more, Saint.”

      I let out a string of curses and cry out softly as he picks up his pace, not removing his fingers or his lips from me. I writhe underneath him, feeling like it's too much and not enough all at the same time. Like I can’t possibly come again after the way I just did. A moment later though, he’s dragging one more out of me, short and sweet but just as good, and I hit my palm against the table as I feel the last little bit hit.

      “That’s my girl. So fucking good when you cry out for me like that. So gorgeous when you’re spread like this.”

      It takes me a moment to fully catch my breath, and I just lay there, eyes closed, thinking about what we’ve just done and where. I should feel guilty or ashamed or something. But I don’t. It feels right, and a laugh bubbles out of me at the thought that my fake boyfriend going down on me on the dining room table is the best thing that’s happened in this house in years.
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      Her splayed out on this table, sated and amused, every gorgeous inch of her spread for me is so fucking beautiful it almost makes up for all the times I had to sit across from her here.

      “I’m glad you’re amused, Saint.”

      “I am.” She presses her legs closer together, and I slide my hands over her calves, massaging them from the backs of her knees all the way down to her ankles.

      “Care to share?” I ask, looking up at her for a moment to see her grin.

      “Just thinking about what everyone who’s sat at this table would have to say if they knew this was how I was using it now.”

      “I can guess what a few of them would say.”

      She sits up and looks at me, all the frustration and wariness she’d had on her face earlier this evening gone. Her eyes drift to my chest, and down over my stomach to where I’m hard as fuck and not trying to hide it.

      “I am a fangirl you know. I lied a smidge about that when I said I wouldn’t be. Sometimes I just look at you and feel that little schoolgirl flutter.” A shy laugh tumbles out of her, and I make a mental note to do my best to get this version of her as often as possible.

      “Good. ‘Cause every time I look at you, it’s fucking torture, Saint.” I kiss her knee.

      But she pulls her leg back from me, and a moment later she’s off the table and on the floor, kneeling in front of me and reaching for my belt. So fast I can barely process how she got there.

      “Saint?”

      “I want the fantasy. All the women who think about what it would be like to have you come for them.”

      “You sucking me off while I sit here like this might be more than I can take tonight.”

      “Good.” She gives me a devilish look as she takes her time freeing me from my clothes. Her eyes land hard on my cock when she finally has me in her hands. Her eyes widening just that tiny bit before her lashes go low, and I can tell she’s thinking about what I’m going to feel like inside her.

      “You are… wow,” she whispers as she runs her fingers over the length of me. She licks her lips just before she runs her tongue over the head, swirling it over the tip and testing my willpower.

      She looks like she’s been plucked from one of my dreams and placed here just for me. Naked, on her knees, her body brushing against mine as she leans forward to take me into her mouth. The curve of her back and the roundness of her ass as she bends, doing everything to make me want her even more than I do already. Her mouth feels like fucking heaven, so fucking warm and soft—perfect, just like her.

      Having her in this room is like a fantasy I’ve played out in my mind a million times before. She uses her tongue like it was made for me. Any touch from her would be all I needed, but these flawless little swirls and strokes have me going harder and leaking from the tip. She moans at the taste of me, and I slide my hand through her hair, brushing it back from her face as she works me over.

      “Fuck, you are so greedy for it. All fucking mine like this. The way you use your tongue. So perfect.” I praise her and she takes me a little deeper, her eyes flicking up to mine like a promise. Like she knows she’s about to give me the best fucking head of my life because she already is just by the fact that it’s her finally touching me like this.

      “You like my cock that much?”

      She closes her eyes, swirling her tongue around and against me like she wants to torture me.

      “Fuck. Saint. You are so good at that. Can you take more?”

      Because I want every fucking inch of me in her mouth, feeling her tongue, the desperate way she’s sliding her lips over me like she’s never wanted anything more in her life. She takes me deeper, letting me bump the back of her throat in a way that nearly makes me come out of my seat.

      Her hand and her mouth work me harder then, faster than before. The sounds of her like this in this room take me closer, and I can feel myself swelling so fucking near to the edge. But I want just a few more seconds of this and I grip her hair a little tighter, holding her still for a moment.

      “Hold it, Saint. Just for a minute. Please. Fuck…Want to feel how good your tongue is, how well you cradle my cock before I come all over it.” I have to take a breath, close my eyes and practically count to keep from letting go while still enjoying this.

      “Fuck me…” I mutter, taking a breath. “I don’t deserve you like this. It’s too fucking perfect.”

      She frowns at me for that statement, and then she flicks her tongue along the underside, just that tiny bit of extra friction and I lose control. She sucks me rough and sloppy, making me come so hard and fast she can barely swallow me down in time. A little bit spilling out of the corner of her mouth. I’m still trying to catch my breath as she rocks back on her knees, smiling at the state she’s put me in. She wipes at her mouth with her thumb, looking so fucking innocent as she does it. So sweet that I’m not expecting what she says next.

      “You want water?” She stands. “I’ll give you a breather but then I want you to bend me over this table and pull my hair while you take me. I’ll look for the apron while I’m in there.”

      I’m still trying to catch my breath as I watch her, wanting to remember her like this and I blink. Because I could never have guessed that she’d talk to me like this. That I could have her this blunt and honest so fast.

      “Don’t look so shocked.” She kisses my cheek. “If we’re doing this, then I want it all.”

      “Yes, water…” I mumble in response, trying to get my brain to catch up. I watch her saunter off to the kitchen naked, trying not to let my jaw drop and pulling myself together.

      I grab her shirt off the floor because I’m gonna need her to have clothes on while I try to talk to her. When she comes back in, she hands me the water, and I hand her the shirt in exchange. She raises an eyebrow holding up the apron instead.

      “Put the shirt on.”

      “If I don’t want to?”

      “I can make you.”

      Her eyes light at that.

      “Fuck, Saint, please just have some mercy on me and behave for a fucking minute.”

      “Fine,” she sighs, setting her water down and putting the shirt on. She sits down on the table then, and spreads her legs just enough, kicking her feet as she grins at me and sips her water.

      “As much as I want you… it’s late. You’ve got work. I’ve got practice. Hard practice because we’ve got a game to be ready for this weekend. I need some energy left for that.”

      Her lip rolls a touch and her shoulders slouch, but she relents. “Fine. I guess I can take one for the team.”

      I laugh a bit and then look her over one last time. My eyes land heavy on her gorgeous face as she watches me back.

      “What?” she asks.

      I close the distance between us and take her lips with mine, kissing her softly and loving the lingering taste of me on her mouth.

      “You’re just so fucking beautiful.” I grin against her lips, kissing her again.

      “Do you want to stay here?” she asks softly like she’s unsure.

      “Do you want me to stay?”

      “Yes.”

      “All right. I have to set a super early alarm to get back in time but if you don’t mind…”

      “I don’t mind.” A sweet smile lights her face, and I nearly have to press my hand to my chest with the way it goes tight.

      She’s had me for a long time, but in shattered pieces—memories and desires that I’ve kept bottled up. This new reality where I get to taste and feel her, where she reciprocates the same desperation in the way she touches and kisses me… It’s already quickly becoming an addiction for me. A version of her I already know I’m not going to be willing to give up when the time comes. I just have to hope she feels the same way when the game we’re playing is over.
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      I don’t get to see or talk to Alex much for the rest of the week. He’d left in the early hours of the next morning, kissing me on the forehead before leaving for practice. We’d exchanged a few texts back and forth, but we’d both been so busy this week that we’d crashed most nights as soon as we were home from work.

      I’d promised that I’d be at opening game night, and he’d convinced me to sit up in the box with the other wives and girlfriends. Now that I’m here, it feels surreal. Like this is the last place I belong, with this view and these women. They’re all married, most of them with families, and the few exceptions are all long-term girlfriends. Violet had introduced me to everyone, and they’d all been incredibly kind. But still, I’m the fraud in here, the pretender because my guy isn’t really mine.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks as she comes up next to me, handing me a beer.

      “I just don’t feel like I belong here I guess, with all the families and fanciness.” I give her a crumpled smile. I stare out the window pulling my lips to the side as they continue to get the field ready and the crowds funnel into the stadium seats.

      “You’re a girlfriend. That counts.” Violet smiles at me.

      I make a face at her, and she exchanges the look.

      “Have things progressed on that front?” She raises an eyebrow.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean I saw you two in that bathroom. I saw the way you were flirting at the charity event. And I definitely saw the way he looked at you in that dress. Plus, Xander has a temper, but there’s no way he puts his whole career on the line like that for just anyone. Punching a teammate? That would be out of bounds even for him.”

      “I still feel guilty about it.” I stare down at the floor. “That’s why I’m doing this, even if it feels wrong.”

      “Does it though? You’re telling me I imagined that little scene between you two?”

      “No… I—we have that brief moment of history I guess and sometimes it feels like it’s unfinished business.”

      “Which history? The BBQ you mean?”

      “Yeah, that first night I met him.”

      “Yeah, comets and falling stars. Not romantic at all.” She gives me a look.

      “Right. As I said before, we kind of ended up together that night. We talked a bunch, and he wasn’t the usual Alex with the bravado and the swagger. It was like we got each other, I guess. I’ve never felt that kind of instant attraction to someone, but with him, it just clicked. We kissed for a while and then he offered to get a hotel. Except I knew how that would end for me.” I’d told Violet the basics of that night, but I’d never really explained how much I’d felt.

      “So you didn’t go.”

      “No. I knew with how I felt about him already that it would end terribly for me. Then after that night, I told myself to get a grip and wrote him off. It was at another party of yours a few weeks later that I was sitting outside by myself for a bit when Drew came up and talked with me. He offered me a beer and was telling me these lame jokes. I wasn’t into it at first, but I don’t know… He grew on me. Then Alex showed up with a date, and I was like okay, perfect. It’s a sign. So, I hung out with Drew for the rest of the night. We had a really good time, and he was super attentive and sweet. I didn’t know he was Alex’s agent or friend at the time. I was sort of avoiding Alex, obviously. I just thought Drew was someone connected to the team somehow. It was a casual conversation and I didn’t pry.”

      “Oh, right. Yikes. And then you found out?”

      “Yep, well later. Our first date he mentioned he was an agent and I thought it would be rude to ask about his client list, so I stayed clueless for a while. And when Alex told me it was already kind of late. Drew and I’d been dating for a bit. I really liked him at the time. So we just agreed we wouldn’t talk about it. I mean it didn’t come to anything anyways. We kissed a few times but that was it.”

      “Yeah, but the way you two always look at each other. That explains a lot of it if you had that kind of connection. I almost think it can be worse when it doesn’t come to anything because it leaves open all those what-ifs.”

      “I guess.” I shrug, taking a sip of my drink.

      “Nothing’s happened during all this time you’ve spent together?”

      “I didn’t say that.” I tilt my head and give her the side-eye.

      “I wouldn’t have believed you if you said no anyway.” She smirks.

      “It’s just with all the time we spend together, and him looking and acting how he is. He’s hard to resist and charming when he wants to be. The things he says… I want to believe them, you know?”

      “Oh trust me. I get it. Ben was my fucking roommate, and I had to see him being all of that every single day. It’s not fair, I know. Eventually, you cave.”

      “Yeah, but Ben is so… opposite of Alex in every way? He’s kind and soft-spoken. Absolutely focused and single-mindedly in love with you. Alex is… well, Alex. We’re fake dating because he beat the shit out of someone and his temper is on a hair-trigger, and his attention span with women historically is like a goldfish. I know. I saw all the women he dated or tried to date over the last few years. I want to think I’m different, but I bet most of those women did too.”

      “And yet the way he looks at you…”

      “I’m unfinished business. The second it’s finished…”

      “And you don’t want it to be over?”

      Well. That is a simple question I hadn’t asked myself yet. I don’t. I feel a well of panic bubble up at the realization.

      I want to believe the way he looks at me means something. All the things he says sound so damn real. But the first time we met he’d made it clear he wasn’t capable of any of those things. That one-night stands were as far as it went for him. And while it feels like a lot has changed, it’s so hard to know for sure. To put my heart out there and trust someone again feels dangerous. When it’s only recently mended and barely stitched back together. When he’s told me point blank to my face before that he couldn’t be that guy. I worry I’m a fool for hoping for more.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Violet is looking at me closely, studying my face with concern. “Can I give you some unsolicited advice?”

      “Sure.”

      “Don’t wait. If you know you want him, go for it, tell him, and let things fall where they’re supposed to. If he’s done, he’s done. The anxiety will be over because you’ll know your fate. If he’s not done, then you didn’t waste precious time you could have been enjoying it, fretting over it.”

      I sigh. I know she’s probably right.

      “If I had it to do over again, just saying.” Violet gives me a little shrug.

      “I appreciate the advice.”

      “Now, how’s the museum stuff going? Have you made any progress? We’ve gotten more signatures and donations. Not that I can tell you too many details, but it’s going well on our end.”

      “Ha. Yeah… about that…” I start giving Violet the rundown on the status of everything and before we know it, we’re halfway through the first quarter and screaming our lungs out as Ben scores a touchdown on the next drive. After we finally manage to contain ourselves, I lean my head on Violet’s shoulder.

      “He’s so freaking good, Violet. I hope they can pay him in a new contract next year. I don’t want you guys to move away”

      “I’m hopeful. I don’t want to move away either, and I know Ben wants to stay here.”

      We exchange a side hug because Violet has honestly become one of my closest friends since she moved here. I have no idea what my life would look like without her around, definitely not as fun or as well-supported by the community as I am now. And there definitely wouldn’t be an Alex or a Drew, and while I could do without having experienced the latter, I think there would have been an emptiness in my life if Alex had never come around.

      “I’m just gonna stay positive.”

      “While you’re doing that, how about we run and get you a Xavier jersey?”

      “So I can look like a jersey chaser when I see him after?”

      “Trust me, if he’s anything like Ben, he’ll appreciate it. Plus it’s opening day. Need it for the good luck.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her, and she raises one back.

      “I’ll trust your experience.”

      “Good.” She threads her arm through mine. “Let’s go.”
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      When I’m finally done after the press conferences and all the other post-game celebrations, I head down the hall to meet the families with the rest of the guys. I’m so used to just walking to my car because even the few extended one-night stand situations I’ve had were never enough to have them wait for me after a game. The guys’ wives run over to greet them, and I laugh as I watch little Waylon Jr. run and jump into his dad’s arms screaming and laughing the whole way. But when I look up, she’s standing there, and the outfit she had on before the game has been replaced with a jersey with my number on it. A shy grin breaks out on her face when she sees me and I feel the answering tightness wrap around my lungs, squeezing just hard enough to make my heart feel it.

      “Caved and bought a jersey?” I ask when she’s close enough.

      “Yeah. Well, the rest of the wives and girlfriends did, and I didn’t want to be out of place. So I went to the pro shop. Especially because you know… luck and opening day and all that. Violet read me in on the game day rituals.”

      “Turn around.”

      She does a cute spin for me and smiles, holding it out at the hem. “I think I like it.”

      “I think I like seeing you in it.” I smirk at her.

      “Watching you play in person. It’s been too long. That was fucking amazing! Congrats on the win.”

      “Thanks, Saint.” I stare at her a touch too long and she gives me a questioning look but before I can answer, one of the guys yells out to the rest of us, distracting me.

      “See you later, Xavier!” he calls and then they all start shouting goodbyes to each other as we walk to our cars. When we get to my car, I unlock it and toss my bags in the back before I climb into the driver’s seat.

      “Do you want to get dinner or just drop me off?” she asks.

      I want her. In my jersey. Underneath me while she comes for me again the way she did on the dining table. I need another taste of her, and the adrenaline from this game has me wanting to take her right here in the car despite how fucking tired I am. But it’s the night after the opening game.

      “Tobias is having a whole thing catered at his place. Have to at least make an appearance.”

      “Ah, okay. Well I hope you guys have fun.”

      The last place on earth I want to be is there without her. “You’re coming too… unless you don’t want to.”

      “Oh, um. Sure. I guess. If you think it makes sense for me to go.”

      “This is Tobias we’re talking about, so it’s likely going to be wild. I don’t know if that makes you want to go more or less.”

      “I mean, now I’m curious. I remember Violet talking about them like they were pure debauchery.”

      “They can be. I might smile at a woman there too. You never know, you might have to keep an eye on me.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I was waiting to see how long it would take you to tease me about that, but you know, I might talk to a guy there, and then what?”

      “Fair point. Gonna have to keep you close.” I grin at her.

      “Do I get to go home and change first? I don’t want to be wearing this at whatever party Tobias is throwing. I’m sure it’s much fancier than jeans and a jersey.”

      “A little, yeah.” I smirk at her. “I got clothes in my bag so we can just run you by your place and then head there.”

      

      “You can use the bathroom to change if you want.” She nods to it as I follow her back to her bedroom so she can grab clothes when we get to her place.

      “Saint, I strip down in front of so many people, I’m definitely not worried about doing it in front of you.”

      “Fair, but have you considered that I might not be able to handle it?” she asks as she starts undoing the jeans she has on and pushing them down her legs.

      “I mean, I might not be able to handle you in that jersey.” I smirk at her as I take my pants off and set them on the edge of her bed, opening my bag so I can grab the clothes I’d stashed inside for tonight.

      “Your thighs and your ass are unfair.” She points as her lip rolls in a mock pout.

      “Yeah? Well, everything about you is unfair,” I say as I close the gap between us.

      My lips are on hers a second later. I wrap my arms around her and drag her body against me, desperate for the feel of her. She kisses me back with an eagerness that surprises me. I’d expected her to put me off. Tell me she has to get dressed for the party. But her hands are all over me like she’s been planning this all day.

      My hands go to the jersey she has on, and I tear it off her in record time, tossing it to the floor. She pulls at the hem of my shirt and slides it up over my chest and head with my help as she stands on her tiptoes. She’s tall, but I still tower over her and a knowing smirk forms on her lips every time she’s reminded of that difference. I’m just glad for the things about me that she enjoys.

      We’re playing an unspoken game, trading turns to remove pieces of each other’s clothes as we move toward the bed. I pull her down onto my lap as we reach it, and she straddles me, kissing me as I unhook her bra. Then she leans back so I can slide it off her arms. I toss it to the floor as she studies me for a moment. Something lights her face as she looks at me like she’s remembering something or thinking of something I don’t quite understand, and her lips quirk under the pressure. The roll of amusement hits her, and she laughs softly, making me question what exactly she’s thinking about.

      “What?” I ask her curiously as my fingers roam over her skin. It’s so fucking soft under my hands that I can’t get enough of touching her.

      “I—no, you’re going to judge me so hard. I’m not telling you.”

      “Now you’re definitely telling me.” I raise my brow as my hands slide over her thighs. “What am I judging you for?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Saint…”

      “No. You’re going to think I’m weird and I—”

      “You can either tell me or I can torture it out of you, your choice.” I smirk as I slide my fingers between her thighs, brushing them over her through the cotton.

      Her eyes flutter shut, and she shifts against me, sliding her tongue over her lower lip before she finally breaks and tells me what I need to hear.

      “I just… today when you were playing. Watching you is honestly kind of mesmerizing. The way your uniform fits every bit of you perfectly, with the eye black and the gloves you wear. It’s weirdly fucking sexy. Like I didn’t think I was into uniforms or whatever, but I think I’m developing new fetishes as a result of watching you. When they show you up on the screens on the sidelines all out of breath, your hair damp with sweat and you’re toying with your mouthguard as you watch the offense do their thing. Concentrating so hard while you’re focused on the game. It’s hot as hell to watch and I just want to follow you down to the locker room and have you fuck me up against a wall when you’re like that. And then there’s like you… Alex, the one I know who laughs and jokes with me after the game. Sometimes I forget those are the same person. It seems impossible that all those perfect things fit in one person, really. It’s just a little overwhelming and intimidating… and hot. So it makes me laugh a little that somehow the universe has decided that I get to have all of that.”

      Her confession hits me like a ton of bricks, sweeping the breath out of my lungs because I didn’t realize she watched me that carefully or that she thinks about me that much. I know she wants me, but that she fantasizes about me like this is brand new fucking information that has my heart skipping beats and my cock swelling from how much I want her.

      “Holy fuck, Saint…”
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      When my eyes open again, he’s just staring at me a little aghast with his eyebrow sky high.

      “See!” I can feel a blush hitting my cheeks. “I knew I shouldn’t tell you. I told you this crush thing…”

      “I fucking love this crush thing. Christ… I fucking love it.”

      “You do? It’s not weird?”

      “I don’t care what the fuck it is. I want more of it.” He grabs my ass and pulls me down onto him, and he’s rock hard and lined up perfectly with my clit. I want him too much right now and I grind against him, bracing my hands on his shoulders.

      “Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?”

      “Because it’s embarrassing.”

      “No, it’s fucking hot as fuck, Saint. Have you touched yourself thinking about me before?” he asks me as his fingers stroke me through the fabric, and I slide over his cock, desperate for more.

      “Yes,” I admit even though I know I’ll probably regret it.

      “How often? More than once? Recently?” He’s watching me, and I feel like I’m at the center of a strange interrogation.

      “More lately. Yes, and the other night?” I say, looking a little sheepish at the last bit.

      “Fuck me,” he grits out and when I open my eyes again, he’s staring at me as if I fascinate him.

      “What?”

      “I need you, and in the future—when you need me—fucking tell me.”

      “So you can do what exactly?”

      “Come over. Video chat. Watch you. I don’t fucking care as long as I get to participate. Now get up and take these panties off while I get a condom.”

      On my list of things I now like—him bossing me around in that tone. I do as he asks and then turn around and watch him as he ditches the rest of his clothes and slides a condom on. I’ve had enough experience with him in recent history to know how big he is, but it’s still intimidating as I watch him stalk toward me.

      The beginnings of a smirk forms at the corner of his mouth like he knows just what I’m thinking.

      “Don’t worry, Saint. I’ll go easy on you. Give you time to adjust to the size you really need.”

      I raise an eyebrow at his arrogance, but it only makes him smugger.

      “I want another taste of you later, feel you come on my tongue again like you did on the table. But after all that… I fucking need inside you.”

      “Okay,” I whisper, because frankly as much as I love his mouth, I want him to fuck me. I’ve waited long enough to know what he feels like.

      “Spread for me, Saint.”

      I watch him as he climbs between my legs, lining himself up with me as I spread a touch wider, his fingers running over my thighs. He leans over me as his cock nudges my entrance, and the chain around his neck dangles down in front of me. I grab it and pull, bringing his lips to mine and kiss him roughly.

      “You think you can take me like a good girl?” His eyes drift over me, and I tilt my hips forward, letting the tip of his cock slide inside.

      “Yes… Fuck,” I whisper against his lips.

      He grunts out an inaudible curse as he bows his head.

      “More.”

      I spread wider and cant my hips, taking him deeper, letting him stretch and fill me until I whimper at just how full it feels.

      “You okay?” His brow furrows as he studies me.

      “Yes, you’re just… a lot. Like I knew you would be.” I give him a reassuring smile when the lines of his brow crease harder. I take even more of him and a muted curse comes out of me.

      “We don’t have to rush it.” He kisses me softly and runs his fingers along the line of my jaw. “Just fuck… Saint. You make me feel like a fucking teenager with how desperate you make me. And when you talk like that…”

      “I’m good. Fuck me,” I whisper back, and he thrusts forward, pulling a choked gasp from my lungs into his mouth as he roughly kisses me.

      It feels so fucking good, so full and so perfect. I take a breath and it spreads the full feeling through my whole body, making me want more. I roll my hips and the friction it gives me as he slides out and back in again threatens to give me what I want almost immediately.

      “I know you joked about it, but fuck…”

      “Deeper and fuller than you’ve ever had it?” he asks, a self-satisfied grin spreading over his face.

      “Yes. Start slow… but then I want all of you. Hard and fast.  Okay?”

      “Anything you want.” He flashes a grin in response, pressing a kiss to my lips. He takes the instruction perfectly, starting to fuck me in slow shallow thrusts and then pulling back until he gets deeper and harder.

      “Jesus fuck you feel so perfect, Saint. The way you’re taking me and soaking my cock like this. Fuck, you’re a good girl… Taking me so well,” he mutters the words as he picks up his pace.

      “It’s not gonna take much more. I… it’s been a bit and after watching you all night…You just feel too good,” I confess.

      “Christ, Saint. You talk like that, and I won’t last.” He leans down to kiss me and then he takes me faster. I lift my hips to take him deeper and wrap my fingers around the back of his neck where his shoulders meet and I can feel his muscles flex as he fucks me.

      He feels so good and looks so perfect like this, I almost feel like all the misery I’ve been through in the past year has been worth it if this is the reward I get for patience.

      I barely last another minute before I start to come. It’s like tiny pulses at first that set my skin and nerves on fire, the kind that threatens to consume me, and then it blooms with an afterburn that makes me feel like I could melt in its wake. I bite my lip when I start to cry out and his eyes darken as they meet mine.

      “Let me have it,” he warns, and I curse as he gives me one last aftershock of pleasure so good that I’m fairly certain the neighbors are going to have an entirely new opinion of the quiet divorced girl next door after this.

      He comes a second later, hard and fast, like he’s almost surprised by how intensely it hit him. He buries his face into my neck as he groans out the last of it, and the vibrations send a sweet sort of tickle down over my skin right to my shoulder that makes me grin.

      He stays that way for a moment and then lifts himself to pull out of me. The outline of him against the light in the hallway highlights every perfect angle of his body and the fangirl flutters rise in my chest again at seeing him.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Saint. I need a fucking breather first,” he teases me before he goes to the bathroom for a moment to get rid of the condom.

      A minute later and he’s at my side again, kissing his way down my throat.

      “I need to clean up so I can get dressed,” I whisper, suddenly self-conscious about how sweaty and gross I probably am now. How I’m going to pull my hair and the rest of me together to go to a VIP party at Tobias’s place, I have no idea.

      “Okay but give me a minute first.” He wraps a hand around my middle and pulls me close. “That was so fucking good. I think I’m going to be addicted to you, Saint.”

      I roll over and kiss his shoulder before I duck my head under his chin, sliding my hand down over his chest and tracing the edge of one of his tattoos.

      “I think I already am,” I admit it before I can stop myself and then cringe when I realize I’ve probably said too much. “I’m not really good at this. That’s why I need the practice, I guess.”

      His lips brush over my temple before he talks again.

      “You are fucking amazing, but I told you I will give you any and all the practice you want.”

      I reach up and kiss him one more time, and his fingers thread through my hair as he kisses me back.

      “I’m gonna take a shower real quick. And then try to get ready super-fast so we can leave.”

      “Want help?”

      “Ha. No, because then we definitely won’t make it there tonight.”

      By the time I get out and dry my hair, he’s cleaned up and dressed. He looks like he walked off the cover of a magazine, and I run through everything in my closet twice trying to figure out what to wear. I finally settle on a short black dress.

      “You have a bikini?”

      “Yeah?” I ask confused.

      “Bring it with you.”

      “Isn’t it a little late for swimming?”

      “He has a heated pool and a couple of hot tubs. Thought it might be fun to have as an option.”

      I raise a brow at him.

      “And I might just want to show off how fucking sexy my girlfriend is.”

      “Is Gabe going to be there?” I give him a playful smile.

      His eyes darken as they lift to mine. “Don’t joke, Saint. I had to watch you with someone else before. I won’t do it again.”

      “All right. I’m getting ready.”

      My heart flutters like I’m a schoolgirl at the implication of this lasting beyond whatever short-term end this fake relationship has. How much I should let myself hope, I’m not ready to think too much about it yet.
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      Tobias’s place is gorgeous. Apparently, he has an apartment downtown close to the stadium, and then this house on the outskirts where he can have a retreat of sorts. Alex has given me a mini tour and introduced me to what feels like dozens of people.

      I can’t remember people’s names on a good day. Faces, maybe what they’re wearing or something they said, but not names. Even one or two is usually hard unless I force myself to repeat them five times after they first introduce themselves. Remembering this many people? There is no way, so I hope he’s not expecting it.

      The party’s catered and the food is insanely good, with pretty much any and everything on the menu—tacos, BBQ, wings, and desserts. The liquor is also flowing freely and the later it gets, the faster it flows. Waylon, Mackenzie, Ben, and Violet all stick around for the early celebrations, but as people start to get drunker and wilder, both couples say their goodbyes, and I’m left with no group to float around the party with.

      Alex is winding up a conversation with one of his teammates and I’m just sipping my drink and people watching off to the side. After a few more minutes he turns to me, kissing me and running a hand down my side.

      “Wanna go get in the hot tub for a bit?”

      “Um.” I peek out the window where there are a dozen bodies in and around the hot tub by the heated pool as we speak. “It seems a little crowded.”

      “There’s another one up on a private deck. He doesn’t let anyone go out there usually because it’s his, but he won’t care if it’s me. We can sneak off for a bit.”

      “Sure.” I smile because more time alone with Alex tonight is honestly all I want.

      He takes my hand and I follow him up the stairs and down a hall.

      “Here, you can change in here.” He pops the door open to a bathroom just outside the deck door.

      “Okay.”

      I slip inside with my purse and turn on the light. Changing quickly I put my hair up in a messy tie to keep it from getting in the water. Then I turn in front of the mirror and smile. I don’t know if it’s the divorce or Alex, or some combination of the two but I definitely feel better than I have in a long time. Sexier. More confident. I could get used to this new version of myself.

      When I leave the bathroom, Alex is leaning against the wall in a set of swim trunks smiling as his eyes run over me.

      “Oh, I need to do this with you way more often.”

      “Agreed,” I say as I look him over before meeting his eyes again. He closes the distance between us and kisses me.

      “I am so fucking lucky,” he mutters, kissing the side of my jaw before he looks at me again.

      “Me too,” I whisper. “We’re going to freeze though, aren’t we?”

      It was a cool night despite the fact the day had still been relatively warm for this time of year.

      “Not once we’re in the water. Just have to hurry.” He smiles and I kiss him again. Something I’m not sure I’ll ever get enough of. He makes me feel so giddy, I almost feel silly for how much.

      “Here, you can put your clothes and purse in here.” He opens a door across the hallway, and I set them on a chair in what looks like a guest bedroom before I follow him back out.

      When we get out to the hot tub though, someone else has already beat us to it—Gabe. He grins when he sees us. His eyes fall over me slowly and then slide back up my body until he meets my eyes.

      “Well if it isn’t my favorite teammate and—Harper, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes, Gabe, right?” I pretend like I didn’t notice the way he just looked at me, and step down slowly into the other side of the hot tub alongside Alex.

      “Yes, it’s Gabe. Gabe who better watch where his eyes are if he wants to still be my teammate,” Alex mutters as he sits down in the water.

      Just as I go to sit, he grabs me and pulls me into his lap, wrapping an arm around my stomach. I want to grumble at him, but I love the feel of him around me.

      “Never cared where my eyes went before,” Gabe taunts him.

      “I care now,” he grits back.

      I frown, studying Gabe across from me. His arms stretch across the wall above the hot tub as he watches us both.

      “Care to fill me in?” I ask bluntly because I don’t like feeling like I’m the outsider in this conversation.

      “Oh, she doesn’t know?” Gabe smirks, his eyes dancing with a threat.

      “McGregor…” Alex warns but it does nothing to deter his amusement and his eyes return to me.

      “Know what?” I look back over my shoulder to Alex and his brow furrows, eyes less bright than they were before. I’d almost say he looks nervous if I thought he was capable of the emotion.

      “Nothing,” he mumbles.

      “Oh, I don’t know if it’s fair not to let her in on that secret.”

      “Secret?” I ask, a flicker of apprehension runs up my spine because I don’t like the idea that there’s some insider information about Alex that everyone else has that I’m not privy to.

      “What are you doing up here anyway? Tobias know you’re here?”

      “Yeah. He knows. Said he’d be up here later. Unless that’s what you’re waiting for.” He grins wider and I feel Alex’s grip on me tighten.

      “Someone should fill me in,” I say, letting the frustration edge into my tone.

      “It’s nothing worth talking about right now.”

      “Fuck that. It’s definitely worth talking about,” Gabe counters.

      “I’m gonna go back inside,” I say abruptly, starting to move but Alex’s grip around me tightens.

      “Just fuckin’ tell her. She’ll find out anyway.” Gabe shakes his head. “At least I hope she does because it’s a show I definitely want to see.”

      Gabe’s eyes are on me again, drifting over me.

      “So you can see what you’ll never fucking touch?” Alex’s tone is lethal.

      “She already mentioned she worked at the museum when we talked. I assumed it was a look don’t touch situation.”

      It suddenly hits me. What I should have realized way before now. He and Tobias aren’t that different. It’s why he didn’t flinch in the car when Tobias’s date was basically fucking him in front of us. Why Danica was all over him on my couch at a party. Why Gabe is making the comments he is now. I look back at Alex.

      “Tobias not the only one that likes to be watched?”

      “I’m not nearly as bad as Tobias.”

      “It’s true, sweetheart. Tobias will fuck anywhere. Your boy here’s a fan of more private gatherings. VIP shows if you will.”

      “McGregor, remind me why I shouldn’t kill you?”

      “We won the game on a field goal after the two-minute warning?” Gabe looks very amused with himself.

      I’m busy processing the information though.

      “Is that why you brought me up here?” I ask softly.

      “Fuck no,” Alex practically growls the words. “I didn’t know anyone was up here. No way would I let these fuckers see you.”

      “So I’m not good enough for that kind of fun?” I question.

      “Walked right into that one.” Gabe lets out a choked laugh.

      “Saint…” Alex wraps his other arm around my waist and lowers his lips to my ear. “You’re better than enough.”

      “So then I don’t see what the problem is.” I shrug, acting a lot braver than I feel because if I was going to keep pushing the boundaries of what it meant to be Alexander Xavier’s fake girlfriend—be the woman on his arm, go to VIP parties, kiss him, fuck him—then I want to be her, not a poor imitation.

      “I told you. They don’t get to see you.” Alex’s hand digs into my hip like he’s worried but I can feel him going hard despite what he’s saying.

      “He can’t see through the water with all these bubbles.” I give Alex a devious little grin. “Can you?” I look up at Gabe and he gives me a sly grin in return.

      “Nope.” Gabe shakes his head.

      “See?” I say to Alex, grabbing his hand through the water and sliding it between my legs as I spread them.

      “Fuck… Saint. After tonight, I’m too fucking weak for this,” he grumbles against my shoulder, kissing me softly but letting his fingers brush over me through the fabric.

      I lean back against his chest, brushing my lips over his neck and rocking my hips just enough so his cock is cradled against me. He’s so hard and his breathing is already getting heavier just talking about it. I can tell he wants this, wants me like this.

      “Touch me. Show him how easily you can make me come,” I whisper against his skin.

      “Christ, you’re fucking evil,” he practically growls the words, but his fingers slip beneath the fabric, spreading me and swiping over my clit.

      I’m already so turned on that I close my eyes and let out a ghost of an involuntary whimper just from that contact alone. Him touching me like this in front of one of his teammates, knowing he’s watching, feels illicit. Like I get to be someone else for a while. One of the women Alex might actually have picked up and taken home because she was wild enough for him.

      He’s rough at first with his strokes, punishing me I’d guess for tempting him into this, but then he slows like he wants to draw it out for me.

      I feel his lips and tongue against my throat, and I writhe as he teases my clit with the tips of his fingers, giving me pressure and then taking it away. It feels so fucking good I would probably consider letting him fuck me like this, right here in front of Gabe, but for my sanity, I need to take baby steps. There’s only so much of this I can take at once.

      “Should open your eyes, Saint. Watch him watching you. See how fucking jealous he is that I get to touch you and he can’t.”

      I open my eyes halfway, too nervous to look him in the eye I just let them flick over his chest. But I can feel Gabe’s on me, watching me, and Alex gives me more teasing pressure, dragging another needy whimper from me.

      “Fuck…” I whisper, taking a deep breath while I can.

      “You like that? The way he looks at you?”

      “I like the way you touch me,” I breathe because what’s turning me on more than Gabe watching me is Alex touching me like this, focused on me regardless of who’s here. Wanting me badly enough that he doesn’t care. Letting me play the part even though his jealousy is almost as bad as mine.

      “I know, Saint.” He kisses his way up my throat until his mouth brushes over the shell of my ear. “You’re such a fucking good girl. You gonna show him how you come for me? How perfect you are?”

      “Yes,” I say softly, nodding as he picks up the pressure and the pace of his fingers over my clit, taking me to the edge so fast I barely have time to think before he pushes me over it. I come hard, gasping and whimpering while he massages me through the last wave of pleasure. I lean back against his chest, trying to catch my breath as he holds me close.

      “Fuck me…” I hear Gabe grunt, and I suddenly remember he’s still here, my eyes opening. Gabe’s looking over me, his eyes darkening. If it wasn’t for how much I want Alex, how stupidly single-minded I’ve become over him, I might be tempted by the way Gabe’s eyes travel over me.

      I smile, a stupid happy sated smile that I managed to play this game with Alex when he stands abruptly. He grabs a couple of towels from the shelf near the edge of the hot tub, throwing one around him and then reaches for me, pulling me out of the water. He wraps me in one and when I go to look at him, his eyes meet mine and my breath catches in my throat. He looks predatory, half anger, half lust and if I didn’t trust him with my life, I might be worried right now.

      He hauls me into his arms, and carries me back into the house, pushing open one of the doors and laying me down on a bed before he goes back to the door, shutting and locking it then stalking over to me again. He tosses the towel and his shorts before he pulls the towel back from my body and his eyes meet mine again.

      A moment later we hear the door to the deck open and shut again, then the bathroom door after it. Alex smirks, his eyes traveling over my body before he climbs onto the bed with me.

      “You know he’s going in there to jack off thinking about you. Wishing he could touch you the way I do.”

      “I don’t care about him.”

      “But you liked him watching you?” His tone is dark but curious like he’s probing my reaction to what we’ve done despite the fact it’s pricked his jealousy.

      “I guess so. I like that you want me so badly you don’t care who watches.”

      “Oh, I fucking care. I wouldn’t have let anyone watch. But I trust Gabe to keep his mouth shut. I want him to understand he doesn’t have a chance in fucking hell with you because I can tell he’d jump if he thought I was out of the picture.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “I don’t. He wants you, and I know you like him.”

      “In another lifetime maybe. Where you don’t exist… But in this one…”

      “Learned your lesson about picking the wrong guy then?” He smirks at me.

      “Yes. I think so.” My eyes are drifting over him because I can seriously never get enough of seeing him. It feels like a dream or like I’ve won the lotto. Too lucky for my own good. I look up to meet his eyes again and smile, but his are two deep pools of thought.

      “Good because I’m tired of pretending.”

      “I like pretending with you,” I say softly, sliding my hands over his shoulders. “Sometimes… like out there, it makes me feel like I could be a Danica or a Celeste. You know? A wilder version of me.” I give him a playful smile.

      “You want more of that?”

      “I don’t know yet. But I liked trying it. I like that you make me feel brave enough and comfortable enough to try it.”

      “Yeah?” He raises his brow like he’s surprised but happy to hear it.
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      “Yeah,” she whispers softly, her fingers tracing over the tattoos on my chest. “Did you like it? I mean, obviously, you like it. But with me?” she asks so quietly, almost with a nervous tone to her voice. I can hardly stand it. I run my fingers along her jaw.

      “I’m torn. I like that you liked it. I love any fucking time you come for me. But I’m jealous of any man who gets to see you, touch you, flirt with you. And I doubt it’s a good idea for that to be happening with my guys.”

      “Jealous over me?” She makes a face that says she doesn’t believe it.

      “Yes, Saint.” I drag my knuckles down over the center of her body and then back up before I grab her chin, sliding my thumb over her lush lower lip. “This fucking body, this face, the sounds you make…everything about you. I want it all to myself.”

      “Lucky for you, you already have me trapped in this little fake relationship.” She points back and forth between us, smiling up at me.

      “Yes, lucky me.”

      “But I don’t want you giving up things you enjoy because of me. If you have certain tastes… Even if you think I might not like them, I want to know.” She looks up at me, a sincere resolve in her tone.

      “Yeah, well… I think you might be changing a lot of my tastes. Making me singly addicted to one in particular.” I grab her swimsuit bottoms and raise my eyes to her, grinning.

      “Alex… fuck. I think you’re setting a record for me tonight.”

      “What record is that?”

      “How many times. How many ways. How many places. The better question at this point is what record isn’t it…” She smirks.

      “Well, now I have to have it.” I tug them down her legs, and she helps me by raising her hips and knees up. I drag them off her and toss them to the side. “Take your top off. I want to see all of you.”

      She arches her back to unhook the top and then pulls it off, setting it to the side on the towel. Her eyes coming back to me, two deep pools of blue that pull me down every time.

      “So fucking gorgeous,” I mutter, sliding my hands over her sides as I kiss my way over her stomach, making my way down to the apex of her thighs. “Spread for me, Saint. I want to see you.”

      She does as I ask, and I reward her with a slide of my tongue over her clit. Making good on the promise I’d given her earlier about tasting her again. A soft gasp and the arch of her back answering my touch, before I take her with rougher strokes of my tongue. I’ve never wanted this so much, so often, as I do with her. But the way she writhes underneath me and whimpers my name when I do it, the way she tastes, I can hardly fucking stand days when I don’t get her like this. There’s only one thing that rivals how much I enjoy it, and I need it again too. The reminder that I’m the one she needs.

      “I’m gonna take you to the edge, Saint. But I don’t want you to come. Not until I’m inside you. I want to feel when you come for me. I need you to soak my face and my cock tonight, you think you can do that for me?”

      “Yes,” she whispers, her fingers twisting around the comforter as I lick her long and slow. I tease her for a while longer, before I take my pace faster, watching her as she pants and writhes under my touch. Until she calls out how close she is, and I stop. She whimpers but then her eyes open, and she watches me while I get a condom.

      Her eyes drop to my cock while I roll it on, eating up every inch of my skin like I’m the best thing she’s ever seen. I’m used to women liking the way I look, staring occasionally, or telling me how good my cock is. But the way she watches me, the way she looks at me like I’m a god, makes me feel like I’m made for her. Like I’d do anything to keep that look on her face.

      A moment later and I’m on the bed again, settled between her legs before I lean in to kiss her again. The medallion I wear, falls down between us and slides over her skin as I bend to trail my tongue over her chest, kissing her when I reach the end of her breastbone.

      “Fuck me, please. I need you,” she sighs, her fingers brushing through my hair.

      It’s all I need to hear from her because as well as she listens to me, I’m at her mercy.

      I try to fuck her slowly and take my time, but she begs me for more and faster, pleading with me to give her everything. She’s panting and breathing hard, rocking her hips to try to bring us both to the edge faster when I stop her, slowing my own pace to nearly nothing.

      I lean down and kiss her, cradling her jaw with my hand as I study her face. Her eyes open to take me in.

      “I’m not pretending with you anymore. I want you, nothing fake anymore. I want you to be mine.”

      Her eyes go soft, and she studies me with an intensity I haven’t seen her do before.

      “What happened to fake with occasional benefits?”

      “It sounded good at the time. Before I realized I can’t do fake  with you.”

      She smiles at me. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” I ask her skeptically.

      “Yes?” she says like that’s better.

      “Yes?” I repeat.

      “What do you want me to say, Alex?”

      I smirk at her and then slide inside her. “Mine.”

      “Fuck,” a desperate moan comes from her as she takes me deeper. “Yours.”

      “No, Saint. Mine.” I slide out of her and back in one more time, raising my brow and leaning over to nip her lower lip before I pull back to look at her again.

      She looks at me, puzzling for a second and then a knowing look spreads over her face, her lips curling in recognition. She grabs the end of the chain and pulls until my lips are painfully close to her lush pink ones without letting them touch.

      “Mine,” she grins and then kisses me.

      “Good. Fucking. Girl.” I kiss her back and start to fuck her in earnest, taking her deeper than I did before. “Again, Saint.”

      “Mine.”

      “Louder.’’

      “Mine, you’re fucking mine, Alex,” she gasps as I start to fuck her harder, bringing us both close.

      “And you’re mine.” I kiss her one last time and then put all my focus on her, watching her while I bring her closer to the edge until she falls over it. She curses as she comes hard on my cock, and I can feel her as she does, taking me with her. I come hard, blindingly so, like she’s taken a part of my soul in the process.

      I collapse next to her a moment later, still trying to catch my breath and she rolls over on her side, kissing my shoulder.

      “I don’t deserve you.” The way she looks at me, with adoration in her eyes has my heart pounding in my chest faster when it should be slowing. But the soft tone of her voice, the gentle touch of her fingers—I want to drown in the way she makes me feel.

      “You’re right. You deserve fucking better, but you’re stuck with me now.” I grin at her.

      She smiles, looking at me like she might say something else before she bites her lower lip and kisses me again.

      “Let me get rid of this and make sure the coast is clear so you can get to the bathroom and change, okay?”

      She nods and I kiss her one last time before I stand, feeling like I’ve finally won some hard-fought ground with her.
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      A few days later I’m upstairs, looking to get some old boxes out of the closet to see if I can find where I put a shirt I wanted to wear but couldn’t find. To look for it though I had to wander up to the old master bedroom closet and I hate coming up here. Alex, who’s downstairs finishing up an interview over the phone had offered to come up with me if I could wait until he was off the phone, but I just wanted to get it out of the way.

      Looking around this house, really stopping to look instead of just getting through my daily tasks, work and sleep, gives me the hives. It reminds me of all the years I wasted on a man who probably never even really loved me. All the time I could have spent doing better things with my life, spending time with people who actually cared about me. But instead, I’d put on holiday dinners and birthday parties for him, decorated this house, and made plans for our future.

      Now I’m slowly dismantling everything, trying to get it ready to sell because that day is coming sooner rather than later. I really needed to double down on looking for an apartment and finding a place close to work. It’s just without knowing if the levy is going to pass and how much longer I’ll have a job, I don’t know how wise it is to sign a lease.

      This is why I tried not to stop and think too long. Because the second I do, I remember all the things I have to worry about right now.

      I shake my head, trying to clear it because thinking about all of that isn’t going to change the past or the future. I pass through the master bathroom to my old walk-in closet and grab one of the last few boxes that’s left in there. I’ve been living downstairs in the guest bedroom since Drew took the rest of the furniture and it meant that I could mostly close off the upstairs portion of the house. Living in the house differently than I had before at least let me pretend it was a different place and let me avoid most of the memories our old bedroom and closets held. Except, as I’m grabbing the box my eyes catch on one of the things I’d left here, still neatly tucked in the dry-cleaning bag like the day I brought it home—my wedding dress.

      I remember the stupid amount of time and energy I put into picking it out, hoping Drew would like it, hoping that it would bring me good luck. I had been so fucking naive. I rip it off the rack and stare at it. I want to throw it in the ocean. Maybe burn it on a bonfire out back. Watching it burn might be cathartic, give me some semblance of closure on this whole thing. But I can’t bring myself to do it, because all of those would be shit for the environment and the better thing would be to see about donating it to someone who needs one. Maybe they’d have better luck in it than I did.

      Besides, it wasn’t cheap and it’s still in perfect condition, and only a few years old. Might be a style someone could still use. I don’t know any soon-to-be brides but it’s possible I know someone who does, and a consignment or donation center may want it.

      As I step out of the closet and into the bathroom, my eyes fall to the counter, the place where I first saw Drew’s phone lighting up with text messages from her when he’d forgotten it one morning. This whole upstairs is a museum of bad memories, everywhere I turn is another exhibit of failure. But luckily, it’s almost empty and I’m almost out of here. The sooner I get the boxes and memories like this dress out of here, the better. Which reminds me Drew is stopping by sometime soon to pick up some of the things he didn’t take in the first round, except I need to find out what time.

      Drew had texted me several times this week, wanting to talk and meet up at the house and I’d managed to dodge him. I don’t know what his sudden interest is in rekindling a friendship, other than the obvious—that he just wants to know if anything is going on with Alex. Because Drew certainly didn’t care about being friends post-divorce until he showed up. I’d avoided saying no outright because I didn’t want to argue or create friction for Alex, but I’d done my best to make it clear I was brushing him off.

      Then he’d texted to say he needed things out of the garage and basement. Which again, seemed like a manufactured reason given he’d done without those things for months. But I couldn’t begrudge the man his belongings in his own home, and I’m happy for him to take the rest of his things. Each box he takes is one less thing for me to move or prep for when the house goes on the market. He could take almost all of it as far as I’m concerned.

      I’d already given back my engagement ring, one that was a family heirloom that belonged to his mother and grandmother before her. He said he wanted it in case he got remarried, which seems like something a future wife wouldn’t love but I suppose it’s none of my business. Maybe he wants the dress too in case things with one mistress or the other have progressed. She can have a matching set and he can just take back up where he left off with someone else in the role.

      That thought hits me like a form of grotesque amusement, and I start laughing and crying all at once. I don’t even know which one it is at this point. Another laughing sob escapes me and I double over. I must be loud because Alex, who’s finally off his call is standing in the doorway watching me. There’s a war of emotions on his face as he takes me in alongside the dress I’m holding, and his eyes soften as he sees me struggling to compose myself again.

      “I’m sorry. I just—” I have to pause to draw in a breath. “I was trying to figure out what to do with this, and then I was thinking… do you think he wants the dress back to go with the ring? The future wife could have a matching set.”

      Alex’s brows raise, his lips twisting in a mocking grin before he closes the distance between us and kisses my forehead. I lean into him.

      “I’m not upset about him or the dress. I know it looks that way, but it just reminds me of how much time I wasted with him. Time that could have been better spent, and I just… I’m furious about that part still.”

      “You’re allowed to be upset, Saint. He hurt you and you didn’t deserve it.”

      “This is where I found out too. He left his phone in here on accident one morning. He’d gotten in late the night before and then had to leave early, to meet you oddly enough, and he forgot it. I came in here to get ready for work and his phone was lighting up with messages, so I picked it up. Thinking maybe it was you and I’d let you know he was on the way. But it was just one sext after another. About how good he felt and how much she wanted him to fuck her again tonight. Then I had to go to work and give a lecture on Victorian fashion to a group of women from the active seniors' group.” A tight little smile crosses my lips at the memory of that day.

      I couldn’t remember anything that hurt quite like realizing you’ve been betrayed by the person you thought you could trust more than anyone, the one you sleep next to every night and do all the mundane bits of life with like paying bills and mowing the lawn. Then you just have to go to work and act like it’s any other day of the week.

      “I wish I’d known, Saint. I would have punched him for you the second he walked in the door that day.”

      An unexpected laugh pops out of my mouth at the thought of that. “I wish you had. He definitely deserved it.”

      “I can still figure out a way to work it in if you need me to.”

      I shake my head at him, swiping at the tears on my cheek. “I think I’m good. Now I just have to figure out what to do with this dress. I guess I should donate it, even though I really want to burn it.”

      “Don’t burn it. You looked fucking amazing in it.”

      “Oh please. Like you even remember what it looks like.”

      “I remember,” he says defensively.

      I slide the bag behind my back. “Describe it to me then.”

      “It was kind of plain, white, simple but it fit you perfectly. Came in at the waist and then had one of those big skirts to it.”

      “You’ve described every wedding dress in history. Congrats.” I give him a playful grin.

      “Fine.” He takes a step closer to me, closing the distance, his hand slipping under my chin. “It had straps and a pretty deep V. Not enough to be indecent, but when you had to lean over, like cutting the cake, it came to about here.” He traces a line over the tops of my breasts. “You had on a necklace too, with a sapphire on it I think, and it dangled just above. Kept catching the light and making me wish… well I’m sure you can guess.” He grins at me.

      “Again… still describing most wedding dresses in existence but A for effort.”

      “Wait.” His eyes flash up to the ceiling and then back at me, a devious smile floating over his lips. “There’s twelve buttons down the back.”

      “Twelve?” I ask suspiciously because I don’t even remember how many buttons there were.

      “Check. You’ll see.”

      I pull the dress around again, unzipping the bag and counting the buttons. Sure enough there’s twelve of them. I look up at him, frowning because there must be some secret way he knows this.

      “What is this like all formal gowns have an average of twelve and you’ve gotten enough women out of them that you know, or what? How did you guess that well?”

      “It’s not a guess. I counted them. At the reception. I remember because when I started getting drunk, I started calling them by the months in my head. The last one was December. Want to know why?” A ghost of a smirk plays over his lips.

      “Because that’s the twelfth month?” I manage to find words despite the fact my jaw is practically on the floor.

      “Because it was the last one and then I could finally unwrap you. In my drunken head, it was clever as fuck. Trust me.”

      I stare at him, trying to figure out who this man was and how I knew so little about him. I raise an eyebrow when he grins.

      “I was the worst best man in history, but if you’d gotten cold feet and wanted out, I would have made an excellent fucking getaway driver. Just depends on the perspective, you know.” He leans forward then and kisses me, softly at first and then with rougher strokes of his lips and tongue.

      “Alex…” I say softly when he pulls away to let us catch our breath. I need more of him. The way he makes me forget everything but him.

      He smirks when he sees my expression and then his lips run their way down my throat. I drop the bag holding the dress in the tub so I can run my fingers under his shirt, seeking the warmth of his skin against my palms.

      “Because all I thought about when I watched you stand there saying your vows was if I could talk you out of it. If I could convince you—what vows I might be able to get you to say instead. If it’d be good enough to talk you out of finishing his.”

      “Good enough?” I ask softly, my fingers still searching his skin as he talks.

      “Then at the reception, I was still thinking about you. If I could undo those buttons fast enough, or I could pull that dress up around your hips and get on my knees, kiss this perfect fucking pussy and make you see reason. Make you leave him and pick me instead. Get you a quick annulment.” His hand slides between my legs, running his fingers over me through the fabric.

      “What?” The word slips out on a sigh as I try to make sense of what he’s saying.

      “Yeah. There was a secondary plan too. Steal you away, take you on that honeymoon I paid for, and—”

      “Wait. Wait. What are you talking about?” My hand goes to his chest to pause him because I need to think. I need to process what he’s just said. All of it—any of it.

      “That was my wedding present to you. He didn’t tell you? It wasn’t that hike, that saint’s walk you told me you wanted to do that first night. I knew he wouldn’t do that. But it was at least some of the cathedrals and museums you wanted to see.”

      He nips at my lower lip and he’s so focused on kissing me that it’s distracting. I reach up and touch the side of his jaw with my hand, and he looks at me.

      “I’m sorry… You’re saying you fantasized about fucking me at my wedding and then paid for my honeymoon?”

      His eyes drift over my face for a minute before he speaks again.

      “I paid for the honeymoon first. As a wedding present. I wanted to make sure you got to see some of that stuff you wanted to, and I didn’t think he’d be smart enough to do it. I also thought it would get my head on fucking straight when it came to you. Help me move on. Except then at the wedding…” He shrugs and his eyes lift to the ceiling. “I don’t know. I’m a fucking bastard, I guess. I was good though, yeah? I didn’t act on any of it.”

      “I wish you had.”

      “Had what?”

      “I wish you would have told me. I was nervous that day. I had cold feet and just like a gut intuition that something wasn’t right. But then I kept thinking no, it’s just a big life decision and I’m nervous because of that. If you’d just said something, anything… You had to pick that day to be the good guy?” I glance up at him.

      “Yeah. I fucked up. But we can fix it now.”

      I stand up on my toes so I can kiss him on the lips again, and he presses a soft kiss back before he runs his thumb over my lips. His eyes study my face for a moment and then his free hand slides down my body.

      “Take these off and turn around.” He tugs at the jeans I have on, and I feel my pulse in my throat.

      “What?”

      “Do it. Now. You’re lucky I don’t make you put the dress on first.”

      I look at him stunned, but he just raises his brow a little higher in response.

      I do as he asks, and I hear him behind me, the sound of a zipper and a condom wrapper being ripped open. When his attention returns to me, he runs his fingers up my sides and slides his hand up the column of my throat, kissing the side of my jaw.

      “Look at me, Saint.” My eyes meet his in the mirror and he gives me a heart-stopping grin. “You picked the wrong guy. And I’m fucking sorry he hurt you. I’m sorry I let him. That I didn’t fix this all sooner. But we’re gonna fix it now. Every fucking bad memory you have. You hear me?”

      I nod and close my eyes as he kisses the side of my neck down to my shoulder, and then he takes the hem of my shirt and lifts it over my head, tossing it to the side before he undoes my bra, adding it to the pile next to it.
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      I hate him for what he’s done to her. For what I let him do to her because I didn’t speak up sooner. Made her feel less than when she’s this fucking perfect and sweet. Seeing her standing in front of me, her gorgeous skin contrasted against all of the tattoos on my arms as I hold her. She leans back against me, and it reminds me of all the ways the two of us shouldn’t make sense. All the ways we’re too different. Except somehow, she’s all I can think about. All I’ve been able to think about for years.

      I slide my hand down, skating over the skin of her stomach, dipping beneath the band of her underwear, and parting her to slide my fingers gently over her clit. She’s already wet for me and when I stroke her softly, she writhes against me, her eyes closed, and her lower lip drawn up between her teeth. When she’s like this I could confess everything. Get on my knees and beg her for anything she’s willing to give, and I don’t think she has a clue how much I want her. Fucking crave her and have all this time.

      “I love when you’re like this, Saint. When you give yourself over to me. Let me have you. Would you have let me in that day? If I’d come to your bridal suite and told you I needed to talk to you?”

      I stroke her steadily, gently, giving her just enough that it’s teasing her because I want to draw this out. Watch her for a while. Having her here in this house, where I had to sit and watch her be his dutiful little wife while he neglected her. Didn’t give her the time or attention she fucking deserved.

      “Yes.”

      “Yes, what?”

      “Yes, I would have let you in, Alex.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you were the best man.”

      “What if I’d confessed to you? Told you I was fantasizing about fucking you? That I couldn’t stop thinking about you and fucking comets and hikes and the way you tasted like grapefruit and tequila. Would you have run away with me?”

      “Yes.”

      And that “Yes” sets me on fire. I don’t care if it’s a lie or a thing she’d only say yes to in retrospect. It sends my heart into a heavy rhythm because it means she’s thought of me, thinks of me as someone she wants.

      I slide a finger inside, testing her, and she’s getting so fucking wet thinking about this that I can barely fucking breathe when I feel her. It makes me want to take her hard and fast, give her a taste of what I could have been doing for her all along. Except I want this fantasy with her for as long as I can have it. I slide a second finger inside, fucking her slow and gentle with them while she rocks against me.

      “You’re getting so fucking wet thinking about this, Saint. Look at my girl, soaking my fingers and these panties.”

      She lets out a choked gasp when I grind my palm against her clit, giving her a touch of the friction I know she needs.

      “And if I stole you away, you’d have spread these gorgeous thighs for me? Let me have a fucking taste of you?”

      “Yes. I fantasized for months about it after that first night.”

      “Months? You only met him a month later.” I give her more of the pressure she’s wanting, watching her in the mirror as she comes undone for me.

      “Months. I had to keep seeing you everywhere, and I couldn’t get you out of my head after. Every stupid time.”

      The way she stutters her words makes me feel like I’m torturing the confession out of her. Teasing her until she tells me what I need to know.

      “And what about later? Did you think of me?”

      “When he made me watch games with him sometimes. I tried not to.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I was married. I tried really hard to be a good wife to him despite everything.” She swallows against another moan.

      “You were a good wife, Saint. Fuck, you were a perfect wife. He just didn’t deserve you.” I kiss the side of her throat. “But I need you to be my good girl right now and tell me what I need to know. Okay?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about when I came over here? All those parties and dinners? You ever think about me then?”

      She doesn’t answer, so I slow down my pace and then withdraw my fingers, brushing over her clit on the way, making her buck slightly at the contact.

      “Alex…” she whimpers at the loss of me. But my fingers go to her breasts, sliding my thumb and forefinger over the tip, making it glisten with her come before I twist and then lean over to lick it off.

      “Fuck,” she mutters softly, her fingers running over my skin as I toy with her.

      “Did you ever think of me when you were married?”

      “I tried not to. But sometimes…”

      “Like when?”

      “That party in the spring… I knew… I knew about the cheating then. And you brought her. She was all over you all night. The two of you constantly ducking out to go make out or whatever you were doing. I wanted that. Wanted you. Then you came in to help with dessert and you stepped up behind me and when I turned and backed into you on accident…” she trails off.

      I remember it. The way her ass had felt brushing over my cock. The way her eyes had lit up before she hurried off.

      “You could feel how hard you made me?” I whisper as I press another kiss to the side of her breast.

      “Me? I thought it was her.” Her eyes flutter open, and I can feel them on me through the mirror as I skate my hands over her skin, pausing to kiss and touch every little valley and mountain of her body. I want her like this in my bed every morning, so I can look at her every day when I wake up.

      “No. I’d heard the two of you arguing earlier. Heard you tell him you hated him and were going to find a guy and fuck him. I spent all night trying to keep my mouth fucking shut and not offer myself up as tribute.” I grin against the side of her breast before I take her nipple in my mouth and skim my teeth over it.

      She gasps, but she doesn’t lose the thread of our conversation. “You were all over her.”

      Jealousy seeps into her tone, and I know. I know I’m a fucking bastard for the things it does to me to know she was jealous over me even then, but I love it.

      “Trying to distract myself and not say anything to you. Except then I found you in the kitchen, fixing all of those desserts, all pissed off but still trying to be the good hostess. I wanted to drag you outside and tell you to blow off the fucking party and come ride my cock for as long as you wanted. Get your anger out on me while I made you come. If you had said anything… fuck if you had looked at me a little longer the way you did in that kitchen, I would have pinned you up against those cabinets.”

      “I wish you would have.”

      “I can now.” I slide my tongue over the tip of her nipple again before I stand back up to my full height. “Take those panties off and bend over this counter. You’re gonna watch me fuck you like I should have back then.”
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      I slide my panties off and lean over like he tells me to, glancing up at him in the mirror as he watches me. The way his eyes eat me up, sliding over every inch of me like I’m the only thing he can see makes me feel like I can believe the things he says to me. The way he praises me and tells me I’m beautiful. And like he has the ability to hear my thoughts he smiles, and his eyes meet mine in the mirror.

      “You’re fucking perfect, Saint. So—fucking—perfect I can barely stand it.”

      He steps forward and his cock brushes against my core. I sigh at the contact, closing my eyes for a moment to appreciate how good he feels against me. How lucky I am to have him right now. His hand coasts up the side of my hip, dipping down and grabbing my ass, digging his fingers in while he tests me, teasing me with the tip in the process.

      “I need you, so fucking bad right now,” he murmurs, his eyes following the path his fingers take.

      “I need you,” I answer him, and he glances up for a moment like he’s surprised that I said it. A tentative smile forming on his lips.

      “Good, 'cause you’re gonna take me fast and hard.”

      A second later he’s sliding inside me, slowly at first, letting me adjust to the size of him before sliding out and back in again. He’s careful but his fingers dig into me, and he adjusts his stance, taking my hips and pulling me into place.

      “Fuck me. You’re so fucking wet. Feels fucking perfect. You good?” He checks me in the mirror, his eyes meeting mine.

      I nod, and another soft moan escapes me as he slides a touch deeper.

      “Good girl. Now you’re gonna take my cock like you should have, and I want to hear you.”

      He doesn’t waste time after that, thrusting into me fast and deep. His breathing turns rough and hard, and I have to use my hands against the mirror to brace myself, leaving handprints in the wake of it. Each thrust forward has me grinding against the edge of the cold counter, and I have to focus on my breathing to not come too quickly. I give him what he asks for though, every moan and whimper that I’d normally try to hold back.

      I watch him in the mirror, sweaty and ragged as he fucks me hard, chasing his own release along with mine. He’s a fantasy come to life like this, fucking me like he’s desperate, and I’m the only one who can give him what he wants.

      He catches me watching him and he grins.

      “I knew you’d like watching me fuck you like this,” he says between heavy breaths. He changes his angle then, just a fraction of an inch and it lines us up perfectly. I can feel my orgasm building almost immediately, his cock so deep inside that I don’t know if I’ll ever forget how he feels.

      “You feel so fucking good. So fucking deep,” I admit and it spurs him on, faster and harder, taking me so close that I can feel the edge of it. So close I can taste it.

      Then I hear the door downstairs slam and my heart slams against my chest with it. My eyes go wide, and I meet Alex’s in the mirror. But he doesn’t look worried or scared. Maybe he doesn’t understand or didn’t hear it.

      “Fuck!” I whisper loudly. “That could only be Drew. He was coming by to get stuff. I forgot what time.”

      “Yeah,” he gives me a self-satisfied grin and continues to fuck me, not missing a beat.

      “If he—” I gasp when he digs his fingers in and thrusts a little deeper than before.

      “If he what? Sees me fucking you? I hope he does. He can take fucking notes on all the ways I fuck you better.”

      “Alex…” The parts of his ego that I find so arrogant other times are insanely hot in this moment.

      “If you’re worried about it, then you better come for me. Because that’s the only way you’re getting out of this room.” He gives me a look that levels me and my body responds in kind, everything pooling low and warm, the edging sensation of pleasure returning.

      I lay against the counter, my head down against my arms and try to focus. Trying hard not to think that my ex-husband could be trudging up the steps any second to find his best friend buried deep inside me, fucking me to the edge of what’s threatening to be one of the best orgasms of my life.

      “Saint.” His voice is a low warning, and I lift my eyes to his in the mirror.

      “I want your eyes on me.”

      “Okay,” I whimper the word because just as I go to speak, he changes his position again and it gives me just the little bit extra I need. “Fuck, Alex. That’s so good.”

      “Yeah? You gonna come for me now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Come for me. Come hard on my cock. Let him hear you”

      Him hearing me is terrifying, but I can’t stop the moan that comes out of me. I cover my mouth with my hand as quickly as I realize it and my eyes snap up to the door and then to his.

      But his eyes are shuttered, and I can feel him inside me, fucking me through his own release. He bends over me as he slows down, kissing down the line of my spine before he threads his fingers through my hair and uses gentle force to pull me back against him.

      “You’re the most beautiful fucking thing I’ve seen in my life. You know that? And the way you sound when you come on my cock like that? Fuck. You’re gonna steal my fucking soul, Saint.” He kisses the side of my jaw and runs his hand down the center of my body, studying me in the mirror.

      “You better get dressed though because he’s coming up the stairs. Unless you want to be caught.” He grins at me like he wouldn’t give a fuck if Drew did see us.

      “Fuck.”

      He’s right. I already hear the trudging sound of footsteps up the staircase. It snaps me back into reality and I grab my clothes and start to hurry to put them on. He cleans up in record time and drops the condom in the trash and then reaches for the door.

      “I’ll try to buy you time.” He winks at me before he closes it behind him.

      “Oh. I didn’t know you were here.” I hear Drew’s voice at the bedroom door a moment later, and I feel all the air whoosh out of my lungs at how close that was. I snap my bra into place and then reach for my pants.

      “Yeah. Helping Saint get more of her stuff out of the house. She said you needed something today?”

      “Yeah. Some boxes out in the garage I already loaded and a few I need to get in the basement. Where is she?”

      “Changing in the bathroom.”

      “Changing?” Drew asks like that’s a stupid thing for me to be doing right now

      “Yeah, she got something on her shirt and we’re going out after this.”

      “Another fake date for the cameras?” Drew’s tone is smug, and I pray that Alex doesn’t take the bait.

      “Something like that. She makes it so easy. Always so fucking happy when I’m around. People seem to love it. Might have to keep it going a while.”

      “She’s a good actress.”

      I go stark still when I hear Drew say it. Waiting and pleading. I hear a choked sound come from Alex, and I’m just thankful he keeps his thoughts to himself because I don’t need to clean blood out of the carpet up here.

      I throw my shirt over my head and run my fingers through my hair, trying to put myself back together as fast as possible. It’s a waste of time because as I glance at the mirror, I can see what a mess I look like. How thoroughly fucked I am. My cheeks are still brightly flushed, my lips are swollen, and there’s still the remnants of redness where he’d put his hands all over me. Except I don’t know that I care.

      I glance at the wedding dress laying over the side of the tub, and smirk before I open the door. Both their heads swivel when I do, matching surprised expressions that morph into a cocky smile on Alex’s part and the ghost of a snarl on Drew’s.

      Drew’s eyes fly to Alex’s and the accusation in them is unmistakable. The smile that Alex gives him in return has Drew flexing his fist. Which would be a wildly stupid mistake on Drew’s part because Alex would flatten him in seconds.

      “Sorry, had to change. Got dirty while I was grabbing some dusty boxes. Just getting the last of my things out of the closet.” I feign a smile.

      “Leave your dignity in there too?” Drew snaps at me.

      “Watch your fucking mouth when you talk to her.” Alex takes a step toward Drew and in front me.

      “No. Just a wedding dress. In case you want to give one of your future mistresses other hand-me-downs like the ring.”

      Drew’s eyes dance with a mixture of anger and hurt, his mouth tightens into a line, and I wait for him to argue, but Alex’s presence keeps him silent.

      “Alex? Could you please get the last of the boxes in there?” I ask him softly and he nods at me, flashing a warning look at Drew before he goes into the bathroom to grab the boxes I’d left on the floor.

      “We’re going to be heading out. Can you get the boxes in the basement quickly?”

      “I really think we need to talk. Alone.”

      “About what,” I say the words as a statement more than a question and shake my head because we both know there’s nothing here that can change.

      He blows out a frustrated breath and runs a hand through his hair, opening his mouth to say something before Alex appears with the boxes and his eyes go hard again.

      “You ready, Saint?” Alex looks at me.

      “Yep.” I nod.

      “Get your stuff and go.” I nod to Drew and if I didn’t know better, I’d swear he was about to shed a tear.

      I guess that’s the way things end when a marriage goes bad. With a quiet little bit of remorse for all the stuff you fucked up and should have done better and now have zero ability to change.
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      Alex

      

      She’s over at my place midweek as we work through some talking points and film a couple of videos for my socials. Sam and her development officer had gotten together and came up with some ideas they thought we could do that would help us but also get some more attention on the museum. Next week I’m planning to go to the museum for a meet and greet, filming a bit while I’m there with her showing me around, and then I’m going to do another round without her asking people to go to the PAC website Violet and her group had set up in order to get donations and votes. Sam was hoping it would seal the deal on our public relationship with bonus points for “being civically-minded” and Ashley was hoping that my celebrity might help them get the attention they desperately need. A win for everyone, and I get to spend more time with her.

      We’ve just finished up and she’s busy editing some of it for me, while we wait on food delivery, when the doorbell rings.

      “That was fast.” She looks up at the door skeptically.

      “Incredibly fast. Normally it takes an hour, and it’s been what—thirty minutes?” I get up anyway to answer the door.

      Except when I open it without looking through the peephole, I realize what a mistake it is. Danica bursts past me through the door frame, tossing her coat to the side wearing a dress that could barely be considered clothing.

      “If you won’t come to me, I’ll come to you. Then we can both come.” She laughs and moves to kiss me before I step out of her way.

      “Danica, I told you we’re done.” I feel a well of panic in my throat. Saint and I have been good, and I don’t need Danica crashing in and reminding her of all my past sins.

      “Yeah, you’ve said that before and then you come around eventually. I just thought I’d hurry the process along,” she answers dismissively, and it riles me.

      “I meant what I said. I have a girlfriend.” I flash a look at Saint who’s sitting at the table, eyes wide at the scene playing out.

      “The mousy little thing from the gala? She hardly counts. No way she satisfies your appetites. Besides I’m not trying to be your girlfriend. Keep her. We can just fuck when I’m in town.”

      “Get out Danica.”

      “Oh come on! I know you want to—” She stops mid-sentence when she finally sees Saint sitting there, glaring at her. “Well, you could have told me she was here now. Awkward.”

      “I told you to fucking get out!” My temper rises to a simmer.

      “Fine. Fine. I’m here for a few more days before I go and do a European leg though. So call me before that?”

      “I blocked you, for a reason. We’re done Danica. Please fucking listen and comprehend what I’m saying.”

      “Whatever, Xander. You’re going to wear this little hard-to-get game out, you know. You’ll be sorry when you wake up and realize I don’t want you anymore.” She grabs her coat as she heads back to the door.

      “I’ll have to learn how to deal,” I mutter, holding the door open for her to leave.

      She shoots me a glare as she rounds the corner, and I shut the door behind her, my eyes turning to Saint who is remarkably quiet through the whole ordeal.

      “I had nothing to fucking do with that. I blocked her number the night of the gala.”

      “I believe you,” she says softly, her eyes on the tablet in front of her still working.

      “You’re not pissed?”

      “No. You kicked her out. Did what you’re supposed to. Why would I be pissed?”

      “You were pissed the other day just for me being pleasant to her and Tobias’s sister. So I just want to be sure.”

      “This is your life, Alex.” She shrugs. “I knew that going into this.”

      “It’s not my life.”

      “She certainly seems sure it is.”

      “It’s not. She’s got an ego that’s even bigger than mine. It’s just how she is."

      “And apparently that works for your appetite.” Her eyes finally lift to mine and there’s accusation in them.

      “Saint…”

      “What appetites is she referring to?” A smug little smile plays at her lips.

      “She’s bullshitting.”

      “I don’t think so. She’s a lot of things, but I don’t think that’s one of them.”

      “Just forget she said anything. She’s just trying to start shit.”

      “Okay.”

      I don’t like the way she’s agreeing with me right now.

      “Why don’t you say what’s on your mind?”

      “I don’t love how she just shows up here. How many other women do that?”

      “It’s happened a handful of times.”

      “Since we’ve been faking this?”

      “No. That’s the first.”

      “I don’t like that she just came over here like that. That she thought it was no big deal. That she thinks she can have you whenever she wants you and you’ll just be here waiting for her.”

      “I told her no.”

      “Apparently in the past, she was able to wear you down.”

      “I had a moment of weakness once after I said I was done with her.”

      “Mmm. And what’s to stop that from happening again?”

      “You.”

      “I was here tonight. I might not be the next time. Then what?”

      “Then it wouldn’t change anything. But you could be here any night you want. Every night, for that matter.” Asking her to move in had crossed my mind several times already. I hate that she still lives in that shell of a house. I want her in my bed every morning. This wasn’t how I planned to do it. But fuck it, it’s as good as any.

      “I think you’d get tired of me if I was here more often.” She shakes her head, her attention going back to the editing she was doing.

      I reach over and put my hand on hers, bringing her eyes back to mine.

      “Move in here. Get out of that house. I want you here.”

      “I wasn’t implying that’s what I wanted. I just meant that you can’t exactly blame Danica and them for thinking it’s a thing they can still do if you’ve made it a thing they could do all this time.”

      “Yeah. I’ve been that guy. I’m not him anymore though and part of them figuring that out, is them realizing I’m dead fucking serious when I say I have a girlfriend. So serious she lives with me.”

      “I’m looking for an apartment.”

      “Good news, I have an opening for a roommate in a really fucking nice place with all the amenities. The rent is cheap and there’s room for really steep discounts if you sleep with the owner. Word is you already like fucking him so…”

      “Alex…” Her eyes flick up to mine in admonishment.

      “I’m fucking serious. Look at me and take me seriously for a minute. Why not?”

      “Because we just decided this was real and not fake like… a week ago? Even the fake part hasn’t been that long.”

      “We’ve known each other for years. You know I keep the place clean. I put my things away. I play nice with others. Especially when they ask nicely and say—”

      She gives a slow eye roll and cuts me off. “I don’t want to feel like I’m a burden on you. And this is already complicated. It would just compound it.”

      “Fine. Do a trial run. Just bring some of your things here. An away bag for a few days like you’re on vacation and see what you think. We’ll decide if we like it. If you do this weekend, I’ll even be out of town for half of it so you could see how you like it without me around.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “If things work out, it’s not far from the museum.”

      “That’s true…” she hedges.

      “Good. So we’re agreed.”

      “Trial run only.” She gives me a pointed look.

      I nod but I can’t help the grin that spreads across my face. The thought of having her here, another step closer to being mine is too fucking good.
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      Alex

      

      I’m sitting at my locker after practice, sorting through the gear I need to take home and clearing out some of the clutter before we hit the road this weekend when I hear someone clear their throat behind me. I turn around and tense when I see it’s Daniels.

      I’d had multiple meetings with coaches, management, and our agents when this thing first blew up before the season started. They’d settled things on paper after my PR team made it clear I’d only been defending my girlfriend. Drew and Sam had told me to keep appearances up with Harper and management had basically told the two of us to steer clear of each other as often as possible. Keep our tempers in check if we didn’t want to get benched.

      We’d been successful so far in staying out of each other’s way so him standing here now has me on edge.

      “Can we talk?” he asks, a reluctant but determined tone to his voice.

      “Better keep it short,” I answer tersely, standing in case he decides he wants to talk with his fists.

      His jaw clenches and he takes a breath, looking at the ground for a moment before he speaks.

      “I want a place here. With this team. As long as you and I have tension, that’s never gonna happen. So I want to settle this without all the suits around.”

      “How do you propose we do that?”

      “I didn’t realize she was your girl. If I had, I would’ve never touched her.”

      “You won’t win points around here touching any woman that doesn’t want to be touched. I don’t know what they did in L.A., but here that will get your ass beat every time—and you’re putting your life at risk if ends up being a wife or a girlfriend.”

      “I get reckless sometimes when I’ve had too much to drink. I’m working on it.”

      “Better work fast.”

      His eyes meet mine and a little curl of his lip starts and then fades, like he’s thought better of whatever he was about to say.

      “I don’t expect us to be friends. But I’m sorry for my part in that night.”

      “You owe her an apology, not me.”

      “Since I doubt you’d let me within ten feet of her, how do you figure that’ll happen?”

      “I’m willing to pass on a note.”

      His brow furrows, but he nods. “I’ll do it.”

      “I don’t need trouble. I want to see this team win. That only happens if we work as a unit. I’m not going to apologize for defending her, by any means necessary, but I’ll admit I could have tried to keep a cooler head. You apologize to her—sincerely—and you keep your shit straight, I don’t see any reason for us to have animosity.”

      “Deal.” He nods.

      “Good. Let’s focus on the game this weekend then, all right?”

      Another brief nod and he heads down the hall. I don’t have a ton of faith that I’ll ever see the apology note from him, but I’m willing to give him the chance to put this to rest if he is. I wanted to put this whole thing behind me. I had her now and between that and a Super Bowl run, I didn’t have room for any off-field drama so I’m only too happy to put him, Danica, and any other problems behind me.
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        * * *

      

      Later that week we’re on the road and I’m with the guys at a burger place Saturday night before the game getting food.

      “I just hate being away the first weekend she’s moved in. Wish I was there to enjoy it.”

      “Well if you don’t fuck it up, maybe it’ll be permanent,” Colt offers.

      “I’m not gonna fuck it up.” I take a bite of my burger.

      “Assuming Danica doesn’t fuck it up for him.” Tobias smirks.

      “What? Danica? I didn’t think you were talking to her anymore?” Ben asks.

      “I’m not. She just stopped by my place after she saw me at the gala and was wanting what she always wants. It rattled Harper a little bit,” I admit.

      “That woman would rattle anyone,” Ben mutters.

      “I mean I know she’s no one’s favorite but…”

      “The crazy was worth it for the sex?” Tobias offers helpfully.

      “At the time. Not in retrospect. Especially if she’s gonna keep haunting the place and setting Harper off.”

      “Yeah, well those are the consequences,” Colt adds.

      “Thanks, Priest. I’ll keep it in mind.”

      “I’m not a fucking priest. Just because I don’t stick my dick in every single warm body that comes my way.” Colt flicks me a look.

      “Yeah. He’s not a priest, just a snob. Get it right,” Tobias pipes in and Colt turns his ire on him.

      “So are you and Harper together then?” Waylon looks at me carefully.

      “I mean we’ve been together. Just now we’re trying a little harder, I guess. She’s skittish after everything Drew put her through.”

      “And your reputation.” Tobias smirks.

      “Westfield. You’ll be in the hot seat some fucking day, and I’m going to mock you for it relentlessly, you know?”

      “I’m just kidding. I’m happy for you, truly. If I had my own version of Harper, I’m sure I’d be acting the same way. I just don’t think that woman exists.”

      “Probably not one who would want to put up with your shit,” Ben mutters.

      “If East can do it…” Waylon hedges.

      “Tobias has been twice as bad for twice as long,” Ben argues.

      “Hey. I resent that.” Tobias pretends to be offended.

      “Yes, well, we all know she’d have to be a force of nature and most of those women are wise enough to steer clear of guys like us. But you never know. If Harper’s willing to bet on me…” I tilt my head.

      “I’m not in any fucking hurry.” Tobias levels me with a look.

      “I wasn’t either.”

      “How’s your agent dealing with the news?” Colt asks.

      “Haven’t told him.”

      “He doesn’t know you’re a real thing?” Ben looks at me with concern.

      “He was in on the whole thing from the start, and I warned him I was going to pursue her. I just haven’t told him specifics. But he walked in right after, the other day. He saw her looking well fucked and happier than she’s been in a long time. I’m fairly certain from his attitude he put two and two together.”

      “But you haven’t told him?” Colt raises a brow.

      “No I haven’t discussed it in detail. How the fuck am I supposed to do that? Oh hey, thanks for the work you’ve been doing on that contract for me. By the way, turns out your ex-wife loves my cock. She’s not sure about the whole relationship thing yet, I’m working on that, but she’s all in on the benefits.”

      “I’ve mentioned that I’m keeping any woman I have any interest in far away from you, right?” Tobias smirks.

      “I saw her fucking first. I kissed her first. She wanted me. Don’t act like I’m being a dick here.”

      “Fair, and he cheated on her, repeatedly,” Ben adds helpfully.

      “It’s fucked.” I shake my head. Every time I think about him treating her that way pissing me off again.

      “I’d still figure out a way to talk to him,” Colt warns. “Before it blows up in your face—and it will. I don’t know him well, but enough to know he has his own ego issues. You want to get ahead of that.”

      “I’ll work on it when I get back,” I relent.

      “Good. The last thing you need is more off-field drama.” Colt eyes me closely, ever the would-be father figure despite the fact he’s several years younger than me.

      “Sure thing, Priest. The first thing you need is more off-field pussy so you’re less worried about the rest of us. You gonna work on that?”

      “When I get back,” he mutters.

      “Good,” I respond, a few of the guys snickering before his eyes fall on them and they pretend like they were just eating their fries the whole time.
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      Harper

      

      I’m sitting on the couch watching Alex play when I hear the door unlock. It scares the hell out of me, not just because it can’t possibly be Alex but because I can’t imagine anyone else he knows who has a key that would be stopping by while he’s playing. They’d all be as glued to the game as I am. I tense, wondering where a weapon I can use is and start thinking about making a dash for the kitchen for a knife. So when it’s Drew’s face that comes around the corner, I stare at him blankly. The shock is returned because he apparently doesn’t expect anyone—least of all me—to be there.

      “Harp? What are you doing here?”

      “I’m staying here. What are you doing here? And don’t you knock?”

      “I didn’t knock because he’s obviously not home.” He points to the TV.

      “Doesn’t mean the place is empty.”

      “His cleaner and his trainer aren’t here on Sundays either.”

      “So why are you?” I raise a brow at him.

      “I was dropping off some paperwork he needs for this week.” He holds up a large manila envelope and sets it on the counter. I want to believe that’s what he’s doing, but the guilty defensive tone he has makes me feel like there’s more to it.

      “Not snooping around while he’s not home?”

      “What would I snoop around about? I’m his agent. I know all his dirty fucking secrets.” Drew’s eyes flit over me, and I see on his face the moment he realizes I’m wearing one of Alex’s shirts. “Or at least I fucking thought I did.”

      “Some things aren’t your business, even if you are his agent.”

      “You’re my business.”

      I laugh. “I’m definitely not.”

      “You’re my ex-wife. He shouldn’t touch you with a ten-foot fucking pole.”

      “Ex. Ex-wife Drew. As in no longer, and he can touch me however and whenever he pleases.”

      “I should have fucking known.” Drew looks a combination of pissed and amused as he shakes his head. “I knew he was going to go after you, but I thought you were too smart for his bullshit.”

      “His bullshit? He doesn’t have any bullshit. He has some faults but lying and bullshitting aren’t on the list. You on the other hand are full of it.” I glare at him as I fold my arms because he turns me into a petulant child who wants to argue about every stupid detail with him.

      “I should have known you’d be vulnerable and easy for him to manipulate. I should have warned you.”

      “I don’t need you to warn me,” I say derisively because I can’t believe he’s taking this patronizing tone with me. I mean I can believe he’d do it; it was a frequent habit of his I realized too late, but that he thinks he can do it to me now and I’ll listen is wild.

      “You do. You don’t know what you’re getting into with him. How he treats women. How quickly he ditches them and replaces them. He’ll say whatever he needs to get them in bed with him, and then he’s a completely different person.”

      “Are you his agent or Danica’s?” I roll my eyes. “I’m not worried.”

      “Danica was the least of his problems. She at least knew what she was getting into with him. There have been plenty of others he’s left in his wake. Sam and I clean up his fucking mess every time. I don’t want to have to clean up after he does the same to you. And he will.”

      “I don’t know the person you’re talking about. Because the Alex I know is very clear on where we stand and has been throughout all of this. Second, even if things don’t work out for us, I just want the best for him. There won’t be any mess to clean up. And most importantly—the only one of you who I can recall lying, manipulating, and leaving a mess in their wake is you. Thankfully Alex repaired most of that damage. You know, because he’s a good person, practically a Boy Scout in my experience.”

      “A good person,” Drew scoffs.

      “If you represent him, shouldn’t you think so?”

      “I think he is who he is. He’s my friend—or at least I thought he was—and I think he’s a lucrative client when I get to constantly charge more for all the extra headaches he creates.”

      “That’s sad then. He deserves better than you.”

      “You deserve better than him.”

      “Yeah, and who is that? You? The guy who cheated on me over and over again?”

      “I’m not that guy anymore. I’m working on myself. Getting my shit together. I’m a better person now. Our divorce woke me up, and I’ve been doing my best to fix all the shit that went wrong.”

      “You know, I hope that’s true. I hope that you figure things out and do better the next time.”

      “Do you mean that?” He studies me like he’s skeptical.

      “Yes, Drew. You hurt me, a lot. But at some point, we cared a lot about each other. I wanted good things for you. I still do even if you’re not my favorite person.”

      “I want another chance to prove it to you.” His eyes go soft as he looks at me, and I almost feel guilty for what I have to say next.

      “Drew… No. That’s not happening. I’m with Alex. It’s not fake anymore. I have feelings for him. I hate to be the one to tell you that, and even with everything that went on, I’m sorry it’s your best friend. But that’s just how it is.”

      “Because you had feelings for him the whole fucking time and never gave me a real chance.” He lashes out.

      “I did not.”

      “He told me about you meeting him before me. Not wanting a one-night stand. So what was I? The consolation prize? Can’t have the guy you want so you take his friend instead?”

      “That is not how it happened. I didn’t even know the two of you were friends when we met. I just thought you were friends with someone in Violet’s circle. I didn’t know it was him.”

      “And when you did and didn’t want to tell me?”

      “I was worried it would create unnecessary drama, and at that point I had feelings for you. I was falling for you, and I wanted to see where things went. I didn’t care about what had or hadn’t happened with Alex.”

      “And I’m just supposed to believe that, when the two of you are together now. Like I was just some fucking mistake.” Tears are welling in Drew’s eyes and guilt swarms in my gut. I shouldn’t feel it because he hurt me over and over again. And none of that seemed to matter to him until I was moving on.

      “You weren’t a mistake. If you hadn’t cheated on me. If you’d been more involved… Fuck, even if you’d just agreed to go to the counseling with me and promised to never hurt me like that again, we might have fixed it or at least tried. But you didn’t care. You just wanted what you wanted—and that wasn’t me. So don’t come back now and act as though you’ve always been madly in love with me, and Alex is stealing me away. That’s not how this went.”

      “I’m fucking in love with you. Christ, Harper. You’re so fucking blind because not everyone is as perfect as you are. I cheated. I fucked up. I never felt like I was good enough for you. That I deserved you. The other women, they weren’t you. Not so perfect, not as beautiful, not as kind. It made me feel like I had someone at my own level for once. Like maybe I was better even, and they were lucky to have me. I never fucking felt that with you—like you felt like you were lucky to be with me. And it killed me. So fuck this storyline you and Alex have fed yourselves that I never loved you. I might not have loved you the right way or best, or whatever the fuck it is you think he does. I might not fucking love you last either, but I fucking love you, Harper.”

      I stand there feeling stunned because this is the most emotional Drew has ever been about our breakup. Even when I asked for a divorce, he was calm. He’d barely raised his voice. It’d been one of the most crushing aspects—how little he seemed to care. He’d still tried to talk me out of it, but he was never like this.

      “I don’t know what you want me to say, Drew.”

      “I want another chance.”

      “It’s too late for that.”

      “Why? Because of him. I don’t care about him.”

      “I do.”

      “You shouldn’t. He’s going to treat you the same way he’s treated every other woman in his life—when he’s bored, it’ll be like you never existed. You have to know that. You’ve seen how he treats some of them with your own eyes. Then you’ll wish you’d listened to me. That you’d come back to me. That you’d given me a second chance. Because for me you’re the center of my fucking world, Harper. The other women were the mistakes I made. I’d give up everything to have you. You think he can say the same?”

      His words rattle me. Not because I ever want to be back with Drew, that much I know for sure. But because the part about Alex being bored is a real worry in the back of my mind. It’s one I try to ignore. An insecurity I don’t want to listen to. But Alex’s track record is long and thinking I’m the exception is wildly vain. I take a deep breath, trying to silence the thought. I don’t want to think about any of it right now. And it doesn’t matter anyway. I’m not trying to marry Alex. I don’t even love him—fuck, wait. Do I?

      I can’t process any of this until Drew is gone. He’s the last person I need here right now.

      “I think you need to leave Drew.”

      “Yeah, I get it.” His mouth goes to a thin line as he looks at me. “A lot to think about. But think about it, hard. Then let me know when you’re ready to talk.”

      “Yeah, okay. Just go Drew. I’ll let Alex know about the paperwork.”

      “I love you, Harper.”

      “Don’t do that,” I warn.

      “Call me when you’re ready. I’ll fix it,” he says, walking out the door and shutting it behind him.

      I lock it immediately, and I’m tempted to put a chair in front of it. I hate that he has a key, and it’s something I wish Alex had warned me about. If I’m going to keep staying here, that’s something that would have to change.
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      Alex

      

      When I get home that night the lights are off except for the dull glow of the muted TV, and I see her curled up on my couch in front of it. I’m guessing she fell asleep after the game waiting for me, and I smile at the sight of her here in my space. I try to set my stuff down quietly and close the door, but I still manage to make enough noise that she stirs.

      She sits up a moment later and grabs her temples, and I can see the wince she makes as she starts to stand up.

      “Saint? You okay?”

      “Umm. Hi. You’re back.” She grimaces as she tries to greet me.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Just a migraine. I get them sometimes. I thought if I took a nap it’d get better, but I think it’s worse. I should have taken something but after everything that happened, I was out of it.”

      “Everything that happened?” I frown.

      “Drew was here.”

      “Here in my place?” My voice raises a little even though I don’t mean it to.

      “I guess he has a key?”

      “For fucking emergencies, not to barge in whenever he fucking feels like it.” I’d fucking forgotten about the fact that he still had the key. Probably something I should have taken back when I started to push boundaries with his ex-wife. Like fucking her on every surface in his old home. Fuck.

      “Well, it was the latter. And we got into a huge argument.”

      “An argument about what? Here, sit down. Do you have meds in your purse?” I eye it on the counter.

      “Yes, can you bring me the little pill case in it?”

      “Yeah.” I open her purse and thankfully it’s near the top, so I don’t have to go rooting through her private things to grab it for her. I take a turn around the counter and grab a bottle of water out of the fridge and bring them over to her.

      “We argued about you and us, and him and me and… just everything. He was unloading about all the shit he’s pissed about.” She pulls out a couple of pills from the case and takes them with the water.

      I sit down in the chair across from her. I figured Drew would do this. Realize his mistake and then lose his mind when he finally understood what he’d fucked up and lost in the process. Apparently seeing her with me was finally making him come to terms with it.

      “And?” I ask, because part of me is preparing to hear that she feels bad for him or wants to forgive him. Some tiny stupid fucking voice in the back of my head is worried she’ll want him back even though I know she couldn’t possibly. She’s too smart for that. But he might not have been entirely wrong, she might be too smart to bet on me too.

      “I told him to go fuck himself. But if he wasn’t sure before, he knows we’re fucking now. He’s pieced it all together between the other day at the house and then walking in on me in your shirt staying at your place when you’re not here.”

      “Ah,” I say softly, replaying Colt’s warning in my head. “Yeah, I’m guessing that would do it. Fuck… I’m sorry I forgot he had a key.”

      “It’s fine, but I highly recommend taking it back because he was furious. I wouldn’t put anything past him right now. I don’t…I don’t think he would try anything, but I don’t know. I’m worried.”

      “I’m not fucking worried, Saint. He can do his fucking worst. If he thinks he can tell you who you can and can’t fuck, he has another thing coming.”

      “He was very pissed though, and honestly, I don’t know if you can trust him anymore as your agent, Alex. I mean I’ve never understood you two or your friendship, but he was insistent that you were going to fuck me over, cheat on me, and that I was going to go running back to him. I told him we were together. I know that’s still kind of new and we haven’t talked about it in detail, but I didn’t want him to think he could put a wedge between us over this.”

      “That’s fine,” I say quickly. Too quickly because hearing her claim us makes my heart kick up. I want her to, need her to. Because as far as I’m concerned, she’s mine now and I’d been hers for a long fucking time.

      “I’m sorry though. About him and this migraine. I was so excited for your win before that. Congrats!” She gives me a brief smile.

      I grin back at her but when she winces again, I go over and kiss her on her forehead. “What can we do for this though? What helps?”

      “A hot shower? Massage? Dark rooms, sleep and… yeah. That would help. I don’t know if I can drive like this though. Could you maybe take me home? I’m so sorry.”

      “Do you need to go home? I can take care of you here.”

      “Are you sure? I feel awful. You’ve had a long day. I can stay in the guest room out of your way. I know you’re probably exhausted. I’m sorry.”

      “Nah. Come on, Saint. Stop apologizing. A hot shower, giving you a massage and sleep sounds amazing.” I smile at her.

      “You’re the real saint.” She grins at me and starts to stand but buckles over a bit. “Ugh. When I stand too fast like that it throbs. Like a mini caveman with a dull stone pick is hammering at my skull.”

      “I got you.” I scoop her up off her feet before she can protest, and her arms go around my neck. “You up for taking a shower with me?”

      “I mean, I’m not going to complain about seeing you naked. I just wish I was in a better state to enjoy it.” She gives me a mischievous grin.

      “Don’t tease me, Saint. It’s gonna take all my willpower to be on my best behavior as it is.”

      I set her down gently on her feet when we get to my bathroom.

      She goes to reach for the hem of her shirt just as I turn on the light, and then turn it down, flipping on the under lighting in the shower to keep it dark enough for her. Her hands freeze mid-task, and she looks back at the lighting.

      “Oh, I have so many comments about that.”

      “About how useful it is in the current situation?” I give her a look.

      “Ha.” She pulls her shirt up and then slowly starts to unbutton her pants, and I turn away because I feel like I shouldn’t be watching her when she’s not feeling well.

      I flip on the water in the shower, turning on the jet sprays I usually use for the soreness in my back. I frankly could fucking use them myself because I’d taken more than a few beatings on the field today. Nothing quite like having a pile of linemen when a ball gets fumbled.

      “All right. Water’s on and the jets are on a massage setting.”

      “Again. So many comments,” she mumbles as she slides her clothes over the rail and starts to work the clasps on her bra.

      “You’re just mad you didn’t know about them before,” I tease her quietly, pulling my shirt off and sliding out of the sweats and underwear I have on, tossing them both in the hamper.

      “Maybe but I—“ She stops dead in her tracks as she turns and stares at me. Her eyes run over every inch of me in appreciation. “Holy fuck. That will never get old, will it?”

      “Saint…” I grumble and open up the door motioning for her to get in the shower. “I told you. I’m fucking trying here with you looking like that. Not having seen you in a couple of days. So don’t make comments. I’m trying to take care of my sick girlfriend.”

      But the way she looks at me makes all my blood travel south. It’s one of the most gratifying things on earth that her eyes travel over me the way they do. That she appreciates every inch of skin.

      “You try to look at you and not fucking comment. This is me trying,” she protests. She walks in ahead of me and slides into the water stream, turning and letting it run over her back, letting out a weak groan.

      “See, not commenting now, are we?” I tease her as I close the door.

      “Oh, I’m commenting silently.” She smirks but her eyes are closed.

      “Yeah, me too…” I say softly as I watch her back arch and the water ripple down her body, my cock growing hard and heavy between my legs. I shouldn’t be watching her like this, dying to put my hands on her, but she’s gorgeous. Gorgeous and all fucking mine. In my house where I can take care of her.

      Her eyes slide open and drift over me, a small smile ghosting on her lips. I close the space in between us and kiss her softly.

      “Turn around so I can massage your back.” I lean my head to the side, and she does as I ask.

      Sliding her damp hair over one of her shoulders, I run my fingers down skating the surface of her skin. It’s fucking torture right now, when I want her so much. When I’ve only had her a handful of times and I want her dozens more. This was the kind of thing I was sure I might be able to train myself to do without fail over time, but right now when I’m so desperate it’s a struggle.

      Thinking about coming back here was the only thing on my mind after the game. Hoping she was still here, waiting for me like she’d joked about.

      I slide my fingers down her neck and over her shoulders, and she leans her head forward until I can find the nasty knot in her neck.

      “This where it hurts?”

      “Yes.” She lets out a short gasp and bucks when I run my knuckles over it. Her hip grazes my cock, and I know she must feel how hard I am. “Sorry. It’s tender,” she whispers.

      “It’s okay…” I slide my hands over her shoulders, working the muscles and she tilts her head to the side to let me have better access. “Is this helping?”

      She shifts underneath my touch. “Yes. Lots actually. Between this and the medicine it’s already starting to feel better.”

      “Good. Come a little closer,” I guide her toward me so I can get a better angle.

      She takes a quick breath suddenly and steps back into me.

      “You okay?” I look down at her and there’s a sheepish grin spreading across her face.

      “Yeah, just the um… jets.”

      I grin when I realize what she means, and I gently shift her hips back in front of it.

      “Fuck. Alex… don’t. With you touching me and that…” She steps back again.

      “I mean theoretically it should help right. The release of endorphins…” I press a tentative kiss to her neck.

      “Yes but…”

      “But what?”

      “It feels… indecent.”

      “Indecent? That’s a fancy fucking word for someone whose brain hurts.” I place another kiss to her neck, and she arches back into me. “And I like you indecent.”

      I nudge her back toward the jets and this time she doesn’t fight it.

      “Spread your legs and lean back into me, Saint.”

      She follows directions, and I run my hands over her shoulders. Desperate soft moans escape her, and she closes her eyes as she lays her head back against my chest.

      I slide my fingers over her skin, doing my best to stay focused on her and not the way I’m getting harder with every little noise she makes. A moment later though and her fingers seek me out, gently wrapping around my cock and then tightening. I shift next to her, letting myself slip against the side of her hip as she fucks me with her hand and rocks against the friction of the water jets.

      I try to keep my hands on her shoulders, stay on assignment, but one of my hands wanders down her side, sliding over her hip and then coasting its way back up, feeling every soft curve of her body. The roll of her hips and the pace of her hand over my cock picks up speed and her breathing is heavy. The way her face looks right now, like I’ve managed to bring her to the edge of bliss despite all the misery she’s had today; I feel like I could come just from looking at her.

      She shudders then, murmuring a curse as her release finally hits her and her hand tightens around my cock as she feels it, bringing me to the edge of my own release. She pulls back from the jets, a quiet moan escaping as she licks her lower lip, but she keeps her hand wrapped around me working me closer. I want this from her so badly, but I feel guilty when I know she doesn’t feel well.

      “Saint, I’m good… this is supposed to be about you.”

      “I want you to come too.”

      “Fuck,” I curse as she holds me even tighter. I wrap my arm around her, cupping her breast, and I fuck her hand as she holds me tight, the precum making me slip against her thumb as she strokes the underside of the head. A few more and I’m coming hard against her thigh, several streams of it painting the side of her hip and leg as she slowly releases her grip on me.

      I turn her around and kiss her roughly, wrapping my fingers around her neck and continuing to run them over the muscles in an effort to finish the task we came in here for.

      She leans into me, resting her head against my chest as I run my hands over her.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Better. Like I could melt into you.” She smiles against my chest and dots a kiss before she pulls back and looks at me. “Thank you.”

      “I think I should be thanking you for how fucking hot that was. Let’s get you cleaned up and in bed,” I whisper, kissing the top of her head.

      “Okay.” She gives me a lazy smile and raises onto tiptoes to kiss me again before she reaches for my body wash.

      I could get used to this. Her needing me. Relying on me. Her in my shower. In my bed. Like this is our regular routine when I get in from out of town, with her waiting for me in my house. Our house. Really being mine for keeps.
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      Harper

      

      When I get a text at work, I don’t bother to check the name as I open it, assuming from the time of day that it’s Alex. But when I do look down, my heart skips a beat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Drew

      

      
        We need to talk.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        We’ve said everything that needs to be said.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You need to meet with me and talk. You need to hear what I have to tell you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I don’t want to hear any more about anything Drew. Leave me alone.

      

      

      

      

      

      I close my phone and block his number. Which is why when he shows up at the museum several hours later, I’m rattled. This wasn’t the kind of thing Drew normally did. He didn’t insist on talking to me. He didn’t show up at my work. He largely ignored me, if we were being honest about it. Especially if I wasn’t doing something he wanted, he found better things to do.

      But his knuckles rap on my door and when I look up, I slide my chair back, my gut churning at the sight of him.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask in a hushed whisper.

      “You blocked my fucking number, so I didn’t have a choice.” His tone is low and pissed.

      “Because I don’t want to talk to you after the things you said the other day. You shouldn’t be here.”

      I’m guessing Dave was being helpful again, letting people back here he thought I wanted to see.

      “Can we discuss this outside?”

      “No. Leave.”

      “Do you want Alex’s career to be over? Because if you don’t, you’ll come and talk with me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Come outside, Harper.” His tone turns dark, and I stand slowly. I eye him warily, but I follow him outside and then lead the way to the picnic spot that Scarlett and I love so much. It’s still within sight of the museum, but far enough away that no one can hear the argument I can tell he’s gearing up to have.

      “What is it?” I stand expectantly, arms folded.

      “I want to try things again, between us. I want to make this work.”

      “We’re divorced Drew. There’s no making this work. It’s over and it’s been over.”

      “Then I want a second chance. I was upset before, but I realize now that I contributed to the problems. I understand how you could have seen it as being my fault, and I want a chance to make up for that.”

      “It was your fault. You cheated. Then you refused marriage counseling.”

      “I just acted on the thing you thought about. You might as well have been cheating on me.” His eyes snap to mine, and they’re cold, desperate, and little bit dangerous.

      “I don’t want to have this discussion again. So tell me what you need to tell me about Alex.”

      “Fine. You want to do this the hard way, we can.” He pauses and stares at me, his eyes drifting over me before he continues. “Obviously I knew the two of you were faking this relationship to save his career. Or at least, that’s what’s in it for him. But I couldn’t figure out why you would do it. I knew despite the fact you liked him you were smart. You wouldn’t just put yourself at risk for someone like him, shield him just because you wanted to fuck him. You’re smarter than that. That’s when I realized what you need that only he might be able to give you—votes for your museum, a way to get attention and maybe pass the levy.”

      I stay silent because I don’t want to accidentally give him any more information.

      “He gives you publicity. He gives you his image and his voice, and you hopefully get the help you need. I realized when I saw the stuff Sam was helping you put out recently.”

      I shrug noncommittally. “He’s been helpful, and yes it was one of the benefits of our fake relationship. He didn’t bribe me with it. It was something I asked for his help with—and he gave it, gladly.”

      “You don’t need him anymore though. So I’m going to help you get out of it and give us a second chance in the process.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I have the photos from the night of the incident. I’m going to release them and say he’s the one that hit you. That you were cheating on me, but you wanted to come back to me. He lost his temper at not having things his way, like he always does, so he hit you and you fought back. Then he wanted to cover it up, so he concocted this fake relationship. We went along with it because he threatened my job and promised to help you save yours. But I had an attack of conscience because I’m worried about you. Concerned for your mental health and physical safety, so I’m outing the whole story.”

      I feel sick and furious at the same time, a horrid combination for both my stomach and my heart.

      “Are you insane? That’s a fucking lie.”

      “Is it? Just as believable as the story he gave.”

      “His version isn’t a story. It’s what happened. Ben, Tobias, Violet… they were all there to see it for themselves.”

      “Were they, or did they just walk in after it happened? If they were in court, what did they actually see?”

      I stare at him, wide-eyed because I realize how much he’s thought this through. How much he’s planned each little detail down to the core. This was revenge for him. I knew he was pissed, but this is beyond what I thought he was capable of.

      “Drew… even if they didn’t see—I was there, and I know it didn’t happen.”

      “You think it didn’t happen. But you’ve also been brainwashed by him. You’re not thinking straight. But it’s fine, Harper, I’m going to fix it for us.”

      “I don’t want to fix it. I just want you to leave things alone. Leave me alone. Leave us alone.”

      “We belong together, Harp. I know he’s fucked with your head. Made you believe he could change for you. Promised you things we both know he’ll never deliver on. I know I fucked up and made you vulnerable to his shit. But I’m here now, and I’m going to fix things. Just come back to me and we’ll figure it out.”

      It’s all so incredibly rich coming from Drew. Infuriating really, to hear him talk about Alex like he’s the villain in this situation while he’s actively plotting to destroy his career and his public image just because he’s pissed.

      “I’m not coming back to you. You don’t love me. You just don’t want him to be with me. Those are two very different things.”

      “Then I guess I’m releasing these photos of your injuries. Of the abuse he caused, and then calling the cops to tell them what I know about the incident. How sheepish you were. How you had to step out of the room because he lost his temper even in our meeting.”

      “Drew…” I warn him softly but it’s useless because I can see the look on his face.

      “Harper. You can either come back to me, or I can handle it on my own.”

      “I don’t want you releasing these pictures or this insane fabricated story.”

      “Then come back to me. We can go to therapy, and we’ll work through all of this.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “You can, or I’ll do what I have to.” He levels me with a dark look, his eyes devoid of anything but malice.

      “You’ll destroy your own career in the process. No other client will trust you not to betray their NDA.”

      “It’s worth it if I save you—us—in the process.”

      “You are not thinking this through, Drew.”

      “No. You’re not thinking it through. I’ll give you a few days to figure it out, Harp. I know you’ll come around to seeing it my way. But in the meantime, you need to get away. Break things off with him. Get out of his orbit—stay away from him. You’re not fucking safe. Then I’ll give you the time you need to figure things out before I release these.”

      “You don’t know what you’re asking. He could lose his job.”

      “I don’t care about his job, or him. He has enough money, fame, and women for a lifetime. He doesn’t get to take you and our life away from me. He’ll live, Harper. He’ll forget about you just as soon as the next new shiny thing comes along.”

      My blood runs cold. Alex was right. If he was willing to do the things he did to me, he was willing to do much worse to him. And Drew would wield me like a blunt weapon if it meant he could take him out. I need to buy time. Time to think and time to fix this.

      “Fine. I’ll… I’ll consider leaving him and trying therapy, but don’t do any of this. I don’t want those pictures out. They’re going to hurt me as much as they hurt him.”

      “If you leave him, we don’t have to share the pictures if you don’t want to. But I think we should. People should know who he really is. What he did to you. What he did to me.”

      I almost think Drew believes his own lies at this point, the way he’s talking.

      “I’ll leave. But I need time to break things off. If I do it too abruptly, he’ll freak out and suspect something. I just need some time to get away. Give me a few weeks.”

      “I’ll give you a week, Harper. Then I’ll start moving forward, with or without you.”

      “Fine.”

      “Something else I want you to keep in mind, if he gets in your head about this. Tries to convince you to change your mind... My father is still on the board for your museum.”

      “I’m aware. Your father’s support during the levy has been very helpful. I’m grateful he put the fact we’re divorced aside and continues to support the institution and my work.”

      “He’ll keep supporting you unless he hears my version of events. The real version. He hears that? That you cheated on me? That Alex betrayed me? That you both forced me to go along with this story because Alex threatened my job… His support will vanish. In fact, I’d guess he’d probably feel compelled to expose everything about your museum to the public before the vote so that people knew exactly what kind of institution they’d be supporting.”

      “What are you talking about? The museum is completely above board.”

      “Are they? Or is there a reason you’re so broke? Maybe funds have been redirected. Maybe there’s been embezzlement. We’d have to get to the bottom of it.”

      My gut churns with fear and rage all mixed into one kettle.

      “You wouldn’t do that.”

      “I’ll do what I have to do to save you from him.”

      Whatever is going on inside his head, he’s not the man I knew.

      “Just give me time.”

      “One week should be plenty and get out of his place—soon.”

      “Fine,” I answer, trying to keep my face placid. Trying not to imagine all the ways I want to scream, cry, and lose my mind right now.

      “We’ll get through this, Harp.”

      I give him a begrudging, muted smile in return because I don’t know what else to do. I feel desperately unprepared for this moment. No words and no recourse for being cornered. I’m sure he bet on that.

      “I’ll text you later,” I say when he waits for a response.

      “Okay.” He nods and then takes off down the hill.

      I feel so sick that I don’t even know how I can go back to work right now. I have no idea how I’ll tell Alex, if I should even tell him. If he’d been here to hear those threats, Drew would be a bloody flattened mess on the ground right now. There’s a reason he’s threatening me and not Alex with this. I can’t help but wonder if that’s half of his plan.
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      Alex

      

      When I get home that night, Harper’s sitting on the couch waiting for me. She looks like she’s been crying, blotchy red cheeks, swollen lids. She worries her lip in between her teeth. Her face is solemn, like she’s preparing herself for something and when her eyes finally meet mine, I know something is seriously wrong.

      “What? What happened?” I drop my bags and cross the room to sit next to her.

      She wraps her hand around mine as soon as I sit, and I feel all the tension snap tight in my body. My mind is whirring with possibilities.

      “I need you to promise me that no matter what I say, you’re going to stay calm. That you’re not going to react or lose your temper.”

      “Based on the way you look right now; I don’t think I can promise that.”

      “Alex, please…” she pleads with me, her eyes watery like she might cry again. “I debated not telling you at all, but I can’t do that to you. I need you to understand why I’m leaving, okay?”

      “Leaving?” My heart bottoms out to my stomach as I stare at her.

      “I have to, but I’m going to explain. I just need you not to react, okay?”

      I look around and suddenly realize that her bags are already packed. I don’t know when she had time since we normally get back around the same time from work. She must have left early, and now suddenly I’m wondering if she was going to leave without saying anything.

      “Were you going to leave without telling me?” I blink through a clawing sensation in my throat. It can’t be tears. I can’t be crying. My eyes have watered a few times over injuries in the last few years, but I can’t remember the last time I cried over something emotional. I’ve been fortunate that way. I think that luck is about to wear out.

      “No. I wouldn’t do that to you. You’ve been too good to me. I would never hurt you like that.”

      “But you’d hurt me like this, I’m guessing, since you’ve been crying.”

      “Please, promise me so I can tell you. I know you won’t break a promise, so I need that from you then I can tell you what’s going on. I’ve sat here for an hour trying to weigh my conscience on this—whether it’s worse to not tell you the truth or tell you and risk you getting pissed and hurting someone.”

      “Hurting someone?”

      I try to put the pieces together. The fact that she’s packed up and ready to leave. That she doesn’t want to tell me the truth about why. That she thinks I’d hurt someone over it. It can only mean one fucking thing. The one thing my heart can’t take.

      “Are you going back to Drew?” I ask bluntly, and she flinches when I say his name.

      “Promise me.”

      “Fucking Christ. You can’t be serious, Harper. You cannot fucking be serious about going back to him. After everything?” I pull my hand back from hers and stand.

      “Alex…”

      “Fine. I fucking promise. I won’t hurt him. Now tell me why the fuck in a million years you would do that.”

      She takes a breath, like that promise has satisfied something. I hope I can keep it. I think she has a lot more faith in me than I have in myself when it comes to holding true to that.

      “Drew came to my work today. He texted first really, but I blocked him, so he showed up. He’s making a lot of threats if I don’t call things off with you.”

      “What threats?” I immediately feel my heart race, the blood in my veins turning up to a simmer. He shouldn’t be going anywhere near her, let alone threatening her.

      “This is where you need to stay calm. I’m almost positive he’s betting on me telling you, so that he can use that against you too. So please Alex, I’m trusting you here to believe me that we’re going to figure this out a different way, okay?”

      I nod but don’t speak because I don’t have words. I can feel the anger rising, just knowing he’s threatened her. That he couldn’t leave well enough alone and let her have her life finally, after all the time she’d wasted on him.

      “He has the pictures from the incident. The ones he took the next day at his office. Your injuries and mine. He’s planning to release them and say that I was cheating on him with you. That I decided to leave you and go back to him, which sent you into a rage where you hit me.”

      I stare at the floor, trying to process the insanity of that statement.

      “And then you what? Made our relationship public for fun?”

      “He’s going to claim you blackmailed him and me. That you threatened his job by taking your business and going to his other clients if he spoke out. That you made me pretend to be your girlfriend to smooth things over, and that you promised to help me save the museum with your political influence.”

      “Wow. He put a lot of fucking thought into this.”

      My heart is going a mile a minute in my chest, and I want to put my fist through something, preferably his face. But I’m willing myself to stay calm for her. I know she’s right. If I react after this story he concocted, I play right into his hands.

      “I imagine it’s all he’s been thinking of for the last few days. I knew he was upset when he saw me here, after he suspected when we were at the old house. But he’s on a war path now, Alex. He even threatened the museum.”

      “The museum?” I ask, wondering how the fuck he could do that. Why he would do that.

      “His father’s on the board. His father assured me he still remains happy to serve and that the personal side of our lives doesn’t matter when it comes to the work we need to do. But if Drew tells him a story… some bullshit about how we blackmailed him? His father won’t play nice. He can play just as rough as your father, if not worse.”

      “He’s one board member. What could he possibly do?” I look at her confused. “The rest of the board wouldn’t let him fire you or do anything stupid. They’d have to see his conflict of interest.”

      “They couldn’t stop him from going to the press, concocting his own story right before the vote. It would mean all our hard work is down the drain.”

      “Fuck…” I run a hand through my hair. Staring at the rug on floor. Wishing I had answers instead of shock and confusion.

      “Right. So… this is what I mean. I have to go, at least for now.”

      “Where are you going to go? Back to that empty shell of a house? You were worried about him having the key here. He owns that whole fucking house, Saint. I won’t be there to protect you.” I feel sick thinking about it. “No way. You’ll stay here. We’ll figure something out together.”

      “I’m going to stay with Violet and Ben. They have a guest room open and I’m going to stay there. He just wanted me out of your place. He didn’t make any other stipulations. I’ll be safe with them. Their drive is gated. They have that elaborate security system after that fan tried to break in. I’ll be okay there. Violet and I already discussed it.”

      “How’s he even going to verify where you are? Stalk your every move?”

      “I don’t know. But I don’t want to try him right now. I just want to pretend like I’m doing what he asks.”

      “And what’s his end game with all of this? Keep us apart?”

      “He wants me to give him another chance.”

      I let out a sardonic laugh. “And he can’t fucking get you to do that unless he threatens to destroy everything you care about. That stupid motherfucker…” I crack my knuckles. I want to destroy him right now. Everything he cares about. His agency. That fucking ridiculous mid-life crisis condo he bought. Sue him for every last penny he’s worth and hand it all over to her. The alimony she should have taken from him. A black eye or two would do him good.

      “Alex…” I hear the wary tone in her voice. I know she’s going to want to talk me down. Tell me to think clearly and not act on impulse. I know she’s right before she even speaks. But I can’t help how much I want to make him pay for even thinking he can hurt her like this.

      “He should get his face bashed in. A few broken ribs wouldn’t hurt either. Something that forces him to have some time to reflect.” I start pacing the living room. “How does he think this works long term anyway? He’ll just hold it over your head forever? Once the levy’s passed he’s got nothing on that front.”

      “He knows what I could have guessed. What I assume you know—if it comes out you lied about all of this, even if it’s the real truth that comes out about me not being your girlfriend when you hit Daniels, management is likely still going to be furious with you. If this story comes out and they believe it? You’re done.”

      “They’ll get over it.”

      “They’ll get over having a player infamous for abusing women, cheating, and threatening their husbands? With a history of a hair-trigger temper—hitting his teammates and bad behavior on and off the field? They’ll defend you when public opinion gets louder and louder?”

      My heart sinks in my chest because she’s right. I’ve set myself up to be framed for this. People should know me better, especially people who know me well. But not everyone does or cares to.

      “We can show them the truth about those pictures.”

      “But who will they believe? Him or us?”

      “You can tell them the truth.”

      “They’ll say I don’t know myself. That I’ll say whatever I have to in order to protect you. They’ll do the same with your friends who would otherwise be able to call him a liar.” She gives me a sad regretful look, and I hate seeing it.

      “We’ll get people to listen to the truth.”

      “Maybe. But how long will it take? Because at a certain point, no one cares anymore.”

      She’s right and the thought hits me hard. By the time we get through the initial outrage he’ll cause, even if we can get people to believe our story is the real one, it’ll be so late the damage will already be done.

      “So what, he just fucking wins? You’re just going to start seeing him again?” I feel sick at the thought of losing her a second time. I can’t do it.

      “I don’t know. I’m hoping there’s a way out of this. Like I said, I already talked to Violet a bit when I asked to come to stay with her. She said we’d figure out a way, and I hope so. I really do. We’ve got a week before he said he’d do anything. He gave me that much time to move out and break things off.”

      “And what am I supposed to do?”

      “Make it look like you’re moving on with your life I guess.”

      She looks lost, and I sit down next to her, kissing her forehead before I sit back.

      “There’s got to be another way. I can’t just watch you walk out the door knowing he’s threatening you, and just sit here and do nothing.”

      “I don’t know, Alex. I really don’t. But I can’t… I can’t watch you go down like that. I can’t watch everyone at the museum lose everything they’ve worked so hard for because of me. I can’t do it.” Tears start to form in her eyes again and I feel guilty that I’m part of the reason.

      “I know, Saint. I know.” I grab her hand and hold it in mine.

      “So I guess this is goodbye for now,” she says quietly, squeezing my hand like I’m the one who needs reassurance.

      “We’ll figure something out.”

      “But if we don’t… I can’t let it go any other way. You know that, right?” There’s a resolution in her voice, and I can’t blame her for it.

      “I know. I understand.” I kiss the back of her hand. “We’ll figure it out though.”

      “And please, keep your promise? I know what you must be feeling with him threatening us this way, but you not taking the bait is key to us figuring out another solution. I don’t want to worry about you.”

      “I promise you, Saint. I won’t.” It pains me to agree to it, but I don’t want to add to her stress.

      “Thank you.” She kisses me and then looks at her luggage. “I should go sit in the lobby. Violet’s coming to pick me up shortly.”

      “Okay. But if you need anything. You tell me. You can call me anytime. Middle of the night. When I’m on the road. I don’t care, okay?”

      “Okay.” She nods. I can tell she’s trying hard not to cry and it’s ripping my heart out.

      “I’ll miss you. Be safe, Saint.” I wrap my arms around her.

      “You too.” She whispers the words and I can hear the tears in her voice as she presses her face to my chest.

      I take my promise to her seriously. So I might not be able to bash his face in, but I would make sure that he hurts for this. Make sure that he can never fucking make her cry again. This would be the last fucking time.
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      Leaving Alex is heartbreaking, that Drew has this kind of hold over one or both of us—that he can force us apart with threats like this one is infuriating. By the time I get to Violet’s I’m in tears again, and we’re sitting at her kitchen island eating a late-night snack and complaining about what assholes men really are. Minus Ben and Alex, of course.

      “All right. Say he does his worst though… what does that mean? Alex can’t play anymore; the museum loses funding. How do we fix those?”

      “I don’t know how to fix Alex.”

      She sits for a moment, twirling a chip in her fingers as she contemplates the scenarios.

      “In truth, I don’t think Alex would lose his ability to play. He’s too good. The Phantom might not want the off-field distraction but I’m sure there’s another team who’s desperate enough to take a problem that plays as well as he does. Worst case scenario.”

      “Worst case scenario he moves hundreds if not thousands of miles away, where he doesn’t play with the guys anymore, he’s no longer in his hometown and I can’t see him?” The thought hurts.

      “I know, but at least it wouldn’t be the end of his career.”

      “If it is his career that’s over, his father will want him in politics. Though that’ll be harder if his name is ruined with a bunch of scandals.” I take a bite of the pita chip and hummus she has sitting out. “Wait… that might be a way to get help with this. His father…”

      “You think Senator Xavier has the sway?”

      “If anyone would… it’s him. But Alex will never ask. Not in a million years. And I’m fairly certain he hates my guts after I mouthed off to him.”

      “Well, still an option to keep in mind. Now that’s Alex, what about the museum?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Well, really the bottom line is the money, right? We need the money for repairs to the building and then more to make sure there’s an endowment to keep paying staff and rent, right?”

      “Ultimately, yes.”

      “All right. Joss is here tomorrow for Ben’s birthday, let’s get her and your friend Scarlett from the museum here and we’ll brainstorm other ways to come up with the money. If we’ve got that, we’ll just have to deal with the bad press and maybe we could get ahead of it somehow. Joss is a genius at stuff like this.”

      “Okay,” I nod, but I still feel so heavy, so fucking sick over this entire situation.

      “Are you okay?” Violet gives me a pointed look.

      “I don’t know. I feel awful. This wouldn’t be happening if it wasn’t for me. Alex would never have hit that guy. We’d never have been faking a relationship. We wouldn’t have been in a position to have something start between us. Drew wouldn’t be pissed I’m fucking his best friend. It’s all my fault.”

      “It’s absolutely not your fault. Drew cheated on you. Which led to you being single. Alex hit that guy to protect you, yeah, but Alex made the choice to use violence when there were other options. You did the fake relationship thing to help him because you’re a good person. And as for the last bit… frankly, I think you and Alex would have found each other again no matter what. Seeing you two together, it’s obvious. You make sense in a way you and Drew never did.”

      “How come no one ever says that before the wedding?” I grumble.

      “Most would-be brides don’t want to hear it. People said it about me and my ex-fiancé a few times. Joss will tell you how many times she told me. But honestly, if he hadn’t run off to Europe… I might have gone through with it. Which is horrifying to think about.”

      “I can’t imagine you without Ben or vice versa.” I frown.

      “Exactly.”

      She takes a chip and dips it, nibbling off the end and frowning.

      “We’ll figure it out, Harp. Don’t worry.”

      “Thank you… for everything. I was just thinking the other day I wouldn’t know what to do without you in my life.”

      “Oh.” Her face softens, and she gives me a little smile. “I wouldn’t know what to do without you either.”

      I jump off the bar stool and round the table, hugging her tight and she squeezes me. I’m thankful for this. A safe place to run. Friends who love me. However this plays out if I lose to Drew and lose Alex in the process—I still have them.
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      “Well, not to say I told you so but…” Tobias looks down at the ground.

      “Thanks that’s real fucking helpful right now,” I gripe.

      “Just saying. Maybe listen to me sometimes. I fuck up a decent amount of my own life, but I still give pretty good advice based on those experiences, you know. Secondhand wisdom...”

      “I’ll keep it in mind for the future. Doesn’t help me right now though unless you have a magic solution.”

      “I mean… you have a magic solution. You just don’t want to use it.” Ben gives me a look.

      “What solution is that?”

      “He means your father.” Tobias gives me a knowing look.

      “That’s not an option.”

      “Why not?” Colt asks. “And I’m asking that rhetorically before you give me a lecture about how awful he is.”

      “Then you know my answer.”

      “He could get you out of it though. He definitely has more power and leverage than Drew. His PR team is much more skilled.” Colt shakes his head.

      “And then I’ll be indebted to him for the favor. He’ll want something, no doubt.”

      “So do you—your career, the girl, her career.” Tobias’s eyes flick over me like I’m being childish.

      “You want to tell her you knew you had an option, but your ego just wouldn’t let you?” Ben’s eyes drift over me.

      “They’re right you know. I know you don’t want to hear it. But it’s probably your best way out,” Waylon adds.

      “This feels like a fucking pile on,” I grouch at them as we sit around the restaurant after practice. I’d asked for it, offered to buy dinner for a brainstorming session, but I’d hoped for solutions that weren’t him. I’d already been up late last night turning that potential solution over and over in my head. Wondering if somewhere deep inside the man had any paternal instinct. One that would be enough to undo years of animosity between us and have him stick his neck out for me.

      “Maybe it is.” Tobias shrugs.

      “It’s not a pile on. It’s us trying to help you.” Colt shoots Tobias a look.

      They’re right, and I know they’re right. It’s a nuclear option, but it’s one I need right now. I’m just dreading the idea of asking him. Of having to go and kiss the ring and beg for his help. I’ve spent so many years avoiding him. Avoiding any need for his help or presence. I know if he delivers, it’ll come with at least one demand, maybe several. I can guess what the biggest one will be.

      I don’t even care about me. If it was just my name, I’d let Drew drag it through the mud. Do his worst. I’d hire half a dozen lawyers to make his life a living hell then. Defamation suits. Broken NDAs. Privacy violations. I’m sure they could find enough to keep him wrapped up in legal fees for the rest of his life if that’s the way he wanted this friendship to end. I might have to switch teams, endure some bad press, but I’d come out the other side better off eventually. He’d come out broke, with no job and no prospects after the lawyers finished him and the agency off.

      What I won’t do is let her go through it, which is—I’m certain—what he’s betting on. His fail safe if she did tell me is that I’d either react by beating his face in for trying or if I could manage not to do that, I’d do everything in my power to keep her out of the news. Even agree to give her up. What he didn’t fucking bet on apparently is that I care enough about her to do just about anything. Including going to the man I despise for help.
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      “Well, out with it. I know it has to be bad if you’re here talking to me.” My father gives me a once over from his side of the desk. We’re sitting in his hallowed office. Like I’m one of his clients from his time before he was a senator when I was still a kid. A place I was only invited to when I was on the receiving end of a lecture.

      “Drew turned on me. He’s blackmailing me and Harper to keep us apart.”

      “That doesn’t shock me. Usually, there are consequences when you go after your friend’s wife. Especially if it’s the one guy who’s spent years cleaning up all your messes. You’ve probably given him all the ammunition he needs.”

      I bristle at the accusation, a bitter taste in my mouth because for a moment before I came in here, I thought maybe, just maybe, my father would take my side for once. I shake my head, staring out the window, trying not to take the bait and react.

      “Did you sleep with her before the divorce or after?” he asks when I let the silence stretch on.

      “After.”

      “Well that’s on your side at least.”

      I take a deep breath, bracing myself for the inevitable back and forth. No matter what I say he’ll find fault, but I can try to get through to him if I stay calm.

      “You’re right. I’m here because it’s bad. I don’t care what happens with my career. I’ve had a good run. If I get benched or shipped off to another team, it is what it is. But she doesn’t deserve what’s happening to her. He doesn’t even love her. It’s just a pissing contest to him and she shouldn’t be in the middle.”

      “A pissing contest you started.”

      “You would think that. But that’s not how it was. She was… with me first. I wasn’t ready for a relationship. So she met him, not knowing we were friends and I stayed out of the way. I tried to do the right thing.”

      His eyes drift over me for a minute, assessing me.

      “So how’d you end up in this situation?”

      “They divorced. She was at a party. One of my teammates was getting aggressive with her, and I intervened. We fought, and he hit her—accidentally, but in the moment, it set me off. We fought more and I got the better end of it. He threatened to call the cops and Westfield told him that Harper was my girlfriend. That it would look bad if she wasn’t. So Harper, Drew, Sam, and I all got together and planned this show for the media and for management. That we were dating. Drew bought in because he wanted to try to win her back. Figured pretending to be with me would keep the other guys away and give him time.”

      “But you had other plans.”

      “I gave him a fair fucking shot at her. I played the best man. Showed up to their family events. He cheated on her. Treated her like trash. She was clear she was done with him.”

      “She was his wife.”

      “Well she should have fucking been mine,” I snap. “That’s what I get for trying to do the right thing.”

      “You would have married her?” He looks at me skeptically.

      “If I’d had time to fucking process, yes. I didn’t realize until it was too late.”

      He sits in silence for a minute, like he’s contemplating the idea of having a daughter-in-law and deciding whether or not that’s something he could tolerate.

      “What does he have on you?”

      “Nothing. Not really. Most things were covered by the NDA. But he took pictures of our injuries that night in case Daniels tried to take us to court or go to the cops. So he said. Now I wonder if he was plotting all along. He wants to spin it that she was cheating on him with me, and that I beat her when I found out she was leaving me to go back to him. Then scared them both into compliance. Threatened his career. The fucking irony…”

      He presses his lips together and glances at his bookshelves.

      “He have anything on her? Anything that would make her turn on you?”

      “His father’s on her board. The museum’s at risk already. They have that vote coming up to fund the building and the staff. He’s threatened to plant stories that would sway votes. She wouldn’t turn on me.”

      “She wouldn’t choose her job over you? You’re not exactly a good bet given your track record.”

      “She came to me with the information and the blackmail. She wanted to come up with a solution and she thinks she can. So she’s prepared to let it happen.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t kill Drew the moment she told you.”

      “She made me promise.”

      “And you listened?” He looks surprised.

      “She’s smarter than me, so yes.”

      “Huh,” he grunts, a little smirk playing at his lips before it disappears.

      “Does that amuse you?”

      “I don’t care for her. She’s got a mouth on her, and she doesn’t know how or when to use it. But if she can get you to listen to reason maybe she’s not all bad.”

      “You might like her if you knew her. She’s good—that’s not even the right word. She’s whip fucking smart, compassionate, selfless, generous to a fault… Not that you’d appreciate half of those things given what you value.”

      “You didn’t value those things for most of your life either, Xander.”

      “Because I tried to be more like you,” I grit out.

      “Well… don’t.” He looks out the window.

      I sit in shocked silence for a moment. It’s a strange thing to hear from a man who only ever wanted a prodigy he could mold in his image.

      “That’s probably the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me,” I mutter sarcastically.

      “Remember you’re here for my help,” he warns.

      “You’ve given no indication you’re going to give it, so I decided honesty is the best policy.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. What leverage I can find over Drew and his father. I have a few leads I can think of already where that family is concerned. But whether it’s enough, I’ll have to see.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet.”

      “Can I be dismissed then?”

      “If I do this for you, you know what I’ll want in return.”

      “I told you I’d consider it when my football career is over.”

      “And when is that? Will you still have a body and a brain intact at the end of it?”

      “Don’t fucking start this.”

      “One more contract. Then you get out.”

      “I’m not making any promises.”

      “Then neither will I.” He looks at me pointedly.

      I want to storm out of here. Tell him where he can put his fucking ultimatums. But then I think of her. If anyone could put a stop to Drew, it’s the man sitting across from me. What kind of asshole am I if I leave her to him twice? Because of what? Pride? Family disputes? A game? I love her too much for that.

      “Fine,” I say at last.

      There’s a beat of silence while he studies me again, before the pen he’s been twirling between his fingers drops, and he nods.

      “I’ll see what I can do.”
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      I’m sitting at Ben’s birthday party with Drew after he showed up at my work to take me to dinner and I told him I couldn’t go because I had somewhere to be. When he found out where I was going, he insisted on attending. He claimed it’d be a good opportunity to show everyone we were working through things, but I know it’s an audience of one that he wants to see us together.

      “So Benny, speaking of birthdays when are you ready to strip down to that birthday suit in the name of charity?” Joss smirks at Ben, just after he blows out the candles and Violet starts to cut the cake.

      Alex showed up and I’ve been doing my best to avoid him. In part because I don’t want Drew to get suspicious and in part because as much as I want to see Alex, getting to see him from across the room but not be able to touch him or talk to him, is a special form of torture.

      “Did my wife volunteer me for this?” His eyes flick between Joss and Violet.

      “No. She said I’d have to convince you first and then she’d think about it, but you’d be donating your body to charity.”

      “How would I be doing that by getting naked?” He frowns as he takes a bite of cake Violet hands to him.

      “Cause you’re going to do it for my camera. They’ll be tasteful. We won’t show too much. Just enough to titillate, you know.” Joss winks at him. “If I get enough of the guys on the team we’ll make a calendar. We’ll even make a few of them signed editions.”

      “Who else has agreed to this?”

      “Xander and Tobias are both on board, right boys?” Joss lifts her eyes to them and they both nod.

      “Waylon?” Ben looks to him.

      “I’ll jump if you jump, and if Mac okays it.”

      “I’ll okay it for charity, and you know… as long as they’re not getting to see too much.” Mac gives Joss a look and she smiles.

      Violet slides me a piece of cake, and I take it along with a fork.

      “Tasteful. I promise. Violet’s seen my work before.”

      “And yet she hasn’t agreed.” Mac looks to Violet.

      “I’m going to agree. I’m just possessive is all.” Violet shrugs, waving a piece of cake toward Mac. “Joss does good work and she’s gonna have even more women drooling over them.”

      “Their egos are already sky high.” Mac looks at Waylon and raises a brow.

      “I can’t help it they all want this.” Waylon winks at her.

      “Yeah well they aren’t getting it.”

      “Of course not. Only one woman in the world knows how to argue her way into bed with me.”

      I smile as I watch the two of them bantering back and forth. Violet slips Colt and me our slices of cake, but Drew shakes his head. It annoys me that he won’t just eat a piece of cake at this party. Like participating is beneath him.

      “Has Colt agreed?” Ben looks up at Joss, and I swear I see a flicker of a devious grin come and go on his lips.

      “Not yet.” Colt, who’s sitting to my right, pipes in before Joss can reply, and she shoots him a pointed glare.

      “If you can get the priest to say yes, I’ll do it.” Ben and Joss lock eyes and something floats between the two of them I can’t quite read. Colt for his part focuses on his cake, eating like they’re not having some sort of silent war over him.

      “Do you not feel comfortable?” I ask him quietly.

      His eyes flick up to mine, and a warm smile crosses his face. “I could be convinced.” His eyes drift to Joss and then slip over her form.

      I need to ask Violet what the story is there because Colt and Joss seem like polar opposites, but I’ve also never seen Colt look at a woman the way he’s been looking at her tonight.

      “So I need to lean on the photographer then?” I smirk.

      “Might help the case.”

      “Does she know how to bribe you?”

      “I’m sure she has some good guesses.”

      “I see.” I grin, and just then Joss looks at me, raising a brow.

      “Don’t be over there conspiring with him Harper. He’ll lead you down a dark path. Trust me.”

      “If she can handle Xander, I think she can handle Colt,” Ben interjects, and both Joss and I look at him. I can feel Drew tense next to me and Ben’s eyes go wide and shoot to the side. I stop myself from looking at Alex because I know what I’ll see.

      “Ben, dearest, I think you should probably just eat your cake unless this is the age you planned to die.” Violet kisses his cheek.

      “It’s his birthday. He can start shit on his birthday,” Waylon defends him.

      I shake my head and smile to myself as they all continue to debate back and forth, eating the last few bites of my cake. I can feel Drew wanting to say something next to me, but he stays silent a moment too long and his phone rings. He looks down at the caller ID and his brow furrows.

      “Fuck. I have to take this.” He looks around the room. “Is there somewhere private I can go? It’s a new client.”

      “You can go out on the deck. I think everyone is inside right now.” I look around.

      “All right. This might take a minute. It’s a big deal we’re trying to wrap and he’s skittish as fuck over it.” He kisses my cheek like it’s a year ago and everything is normal. I just do my best not to react.

      “No worries.” I shrug because I’ll be glad to be free of him for a little bit. Rid me of the creepy feeling of being watched every moment.

      After he disappears outside, I clear my plate and notice Violet starting to try to declutter the kitchen.

      “Hey, I just have to run to plug my phone in to charge and then I’ll be back to help, okay?” I smile at her.

      “No rush. Are you okay? Sorry about Ben, he wasn’t thinking.”

      I give a flat-mouthed smile. “It’s fine. He’ll get over it. He’s outside talking to a client so I can breathe for a fucking minute anyway.” I sigh.

      “All right.” She returns my muted smile and nods at me. “Just let me know if you need me, okay?”

      I nod and give her a small half hug before I take off to the room I’ve been staying in. Thankful for the small reprieve from Drew. I flick on the light in the room and go to close the door when I feel resistance, turning to see Alex standing there.

      “What are you doing?” My heart immediately starts to skip at his proximity.

      “Following you. Obviously.” There’s a playful grin on his face.

      “If he sees you he will—”

      “He’s outside on the phone. Tobias is watching him and is gonna text me if he heads this way. He’ll stall him.”

      I give Alex a doubtful look, but he closes the door, shutting us in the room together. I hear the door lock click a second later as he turns it.

      “What’s he even fucking doing here?”

      “He came to my work, wanted to take me out to dinner. I told him I couldn’t and when he found out where I was going, he guessed that you’d be here. So of course he wasn’t going to let me go alone.”

      “Of course. He has to prove a point.”

      “Apparently so do you.” I give Alex a meaningful look. “This is stupid, risking your career just to follow me in here.”

      “I wanted to talk to you.”

      “You can text me.”

      “That’s not the kind of talking I want to do.”

      His fingers are under my chin and tilting my head up as his lips land on mine, kissing me like he’s trying to remind me how good he is. Not that I need any reminders.

      “Alex…” I warn when he pulls away for a minute.

      “There it is.”

      “What?”

      “The way you say my name when you’re irritated. Like you’re scolding me. Fuck, it turns me on.”

      He backs me up against the wall and kisses me again, harder this time. My hands go to his chest, bracing myself at first and then I let them wander. I hate being away from him, but I might hate watching him from across a room like I’ve been doing all night even more.

      “I’ve missed you so fucking much, Saint.”

      “I miss you too.”

      “Having to sit there and watch him touch you, act like you’re his again… It’s fucking torture.”

      “I know,” I whisper as his fingers thread through my hair. “But we shouldn’t be doing this. If he catches us…”

      “I don’t give a fuck. I want you.” His hand slides up my thigh under my skirt, his fingers wrapping around the elastic. “Let me.”

      “Alex…” I protest but I’m weak. The idea of having him again, especially here like this already has me on edge. “I want you so much. But… We shouldn’t. It’s not smart.”

      “Fuck it. I need you. I hope he does catch us,” he mutters against my skin before he pulls my panties off, setting them on the dresser then his hand wraps around the side of my jaw again. “I hope he sees the way you look at me when I’m inside you.”

      My fingers go to his jeans, undoing the button and zipper and he smirks as I reach up to kiss him again. I take him out, and he’s already hard for me. I slide my hand over him and he jerks forward, a small grunt coming out with the motion.

      “I knew you’d see it my way.” He grins as he pulls a condom from his pocket.

      I raise an eyebrow, but he just grins harder.

      “We have to be fast. Really fast.” I give him a meaningful look. “I don’t want a scene at Ben’s house on his birthday.”

      He pulls his phone out and sits it on the dresser, “If Tobias texts, we’ll stop, and I’ll go down the back hall. You can just pretend like you were doing something in here.”

      “I was doing something in here before I was interrupted,” I grumble, pretending to sound more irritated than I am. But his fingers slide between my legs and all my attention is dragged back to everywhere he touches me.

      “Fuck. You’re already so wet. Which do you like more—the idea of getting caught up here or me fucking you with him downstairs, Saint?” He gives me a mischievous little grin.

      “I just like the idea of you.”

      His eyes go soft when I say it and he kisses me as his arms wrap around me. He starts to pick me up and press me against the wall.

      “We’ll be too loud like this.”

      “The bed?” He nods to it and raises an eyebrow in question.

      “No. That’ll mess up my hair and wrinkle my clothes. Just bend me over the chair here and fuck me from behind.”

      “Christ, Saint. You say shit like that, and I might need you to stay with him a little longer so we can keep fucking like this.”

      I grin at him as we step over to the chair and he slides his hands up my skirt, teasing my clit with his fingertips as he presses kisses down my throat and back up again before his lips are at my ear.

      “Now bend over like a good girl and take my cock.”

      He pulls my skirt up and slides into me a second later, groaning when he’s all the way in.

      “Fuck, Saint. I miss this too fucking much.”

      He starts to move and I brace my hands against the chair as he grips my hip with one hand.

      “I wish he could see you like this though. So fucking perfect for me.”

      “Faster,” I remind him because worrying about Drew has my stomach flipping at the same time I feel every nerve ending in my body flickering to life.

      He does as I ask, picking up his pace, taking me hard and fast. That combined with the looming threat has me coming quicker than I ever have. I bite back a moan, gripping the chair and burying my face in the upholstery to stop any sound from escaping.

      “You take me so well like this,” he praises, rubbing a hand over my ass as I inhale deeply.

      He fucks me through his release, finishing inside me, and then he pulls me up, turning me around and pinning me between him and the chair as his eyes search my face. We’re both still breathing heavily, and his chest moves with the effort.

      “I can’t take much more of being away from you. I miss you too much,” I confess.

      “I miss you too. So many fucking things I miss about you. You make me feel so much I didn’t think I could. I love you and being away from you is killing me.”

      My heart stops in my chest.

      “What did you just say?”

      “You heard me.”

      “We barely had a fake relationship. Alex, you can’t possibly—”

      He smirks and shakes his head.

      “Can’t possibly love you? Saint, I’ve been in love with you. Fuck, I think I might have loved you since you talked about comets and pilgrimages. Since you tasted like grapefruit and fucking tequila and kissed me like your life depended on it. Or maybe when I thought about breaking you out of your wedding so I could have you for myself. When I started wearing this medallion like a fucking collar. Even though it tortured me to see you with him every time… I’ve definitely loved you since you told me I was yours.”

      I stare at him dumbfounded, and he kisses my lips softly.

      “I need you. You’re my path, Saint. My pilgrimage. The one who keeps me grounded. The one that takes me back to you and puts me on my knees every night hoping that I finally get to have you for good.”

      “But you… I can’t…” I stumble over my words, trying to process it because I can’t believe it.

      “You don’t have to love me back—yet. But I promise, you will. Because as soon as we fix this, I’m spending every fucking minute making sure you never have to worry again. That I earn everything you give me.”

      “I love you, Alex. I just didn’t think you’d love me back.”

      “Of course, I fucking love you. I’m yours.” He smiles at me.

      Then his phone dings from the dresser, once, twice. It’s enough that I can imagine it’s Tobias telling us we’re in danger.

      “Fuck,” he mutters. He makes quick work of the condom and putting his clothes together while I straighten my skirt. He picks up his phone, his eyes flicking over the screen.

      “Tobias is stalling him, but I’ve got to go.”

      “Okay.” I nod.

      “I know Ben’s been passing the word along but my father’s taking care of it. I’m just waiting on the final say. I’ll let you know the second I do.”

      “The girls and I are figuring out a plan tonight or tomorrow. I guess Violet and Joss have ideas already.”

      He smiles, “It’ll work out, Saint. We’ll fix it.”

      I give him a bright smile in return, and he looks at me one last time. Like he’s reluctant to leave. Then he suddenly reaches around his neck, grabbing his chain and crosses the room to put it over my neck.

      I run my fingers over the metal and look up at him confused.

      “Wear it until we’re back together. You need the protection more than me right now.” He kisses me one last time and then disappears out the door.

      I lock it behind him, putting my panties back on and smoothing out my skirt again, doing my best to make sure I look the same leaving as I did coming in. I glance down at the chain, tucking it under my shirt and praying it doesn’t show anywhere. A text pops up on my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        DREW

      

      
        Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Just charging my phone. Going to use the restroom and then I’ll be right there.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        K.

      

      

      

      

      

      I can tell from the question he’s suspicious. I’m torn too, because half of me hopes he drops the idea and the other half of me hopes he knows I was with Alex. I will be, the second I fix the mess he’s made.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIFTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Harper

      

      The next night we’re settled in Violet’s living room with Scarlett and Joss. They’ve brought wine, chocolate cake and pitchforks because I spent the day explaining to Scarlett at work, and Violet has been filling in Joss yesterday and earlier today as they cleaned up after Ben’s party.

      I fill them in on Drew’s latest reiteration of his threat. One he was keen to remind me of when he was suspicious I’d talked to Alex yesterday at the party.

      “That absolute motherfucker.” Violet slams her hand down on the table after we all sit down.

      “Language, Violet.” Joss gives her a look.

      “Oh, you’re one to talk.” Violet rolls her eyes.

      “Oh no, I meant you should expand on your language. Because he’s an absolute cunty little fuck who deserves to be flayed alive.”

      A laugh bubbles out of me for the first time in days, and I nearly choke on my last sip of wine.

      “Oh, I like her.” Scarlett smirks at me.

      “Me too.”

      “You’ll like me more when we figure out how to get you out of this mess because there’s no way we’re letting this fuckfaced pigeon shit win this. Nothing gets in the way of true love if I can do something about it. Violet can tell you.”

      “Except you get in your own way.”

      “We’re not discussing that right now, Violet. Stay on fucking task, will you?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Violet gives her a mock salute.

      “All right. How much money are we talking here? Because I don’t know if you know but you have some famous friends that might be able to donate or get their friends to donate.”

      “It’s a lot. At least twenty million for a new building, ten million to repair the one we’ve got. Then we’d still need to fund staff and programs in the place, plus rent.”

      “What if you rent a new place instead of build or stay where you are, there’s got to be something already out there that we could modify. Might even work better and you wouldn’t have to worry about renewals like this, where governments and old dudes with grumpy dispositions make decisions for you.”

      “Even then, with the renovations to bring it up to speed for our needs, it’ll take time. And we’d have to store the objects in the meantime. If they close us down, they’re only giving us three months to transfer everything to other museums or auction them off and clear it out. There’s no way we can renovate a new space in that time. So we’d have to store the objects offsite somewhere, which will cost a fortune.”

      “What about some of the other museums? Do they have spare storage space they could take some in, in the meantime while you renovate? Temporary loans? Even I have a little bit of secure storage space for the bigger pieces I don’t keep at my office. I could give you some of that.” Violet offers.

      “I could ask around. It’s possible.” I shrug.

      “I know a couple of realtors. I don’t know if any of them do commercial, but I bet they could put us in touch with someone. We can research buildings tomorrow. Maybe there’s even something historical where we could pitch it as saving history twice over,” Scarlett offers.

      “As long as we can get proper HVAC and lighting.” I tilt my head because the idea isn’t a terrible one.

      “Right. Of course. I have someone in mind. I’ll go call them now.” Scarlett offers.

      “Yes. You do that. Violet, get your husband and tell him to call everyone he can think of. Ask them how much they can donate. It’ll save their guy. Alex is well liked? Yeah?” She pauses to watch me nod. “Good, give them the old band of brothers’ speech. Then tell them we will praise their names to the end of time if they can pitch in to do this. I’ll make sure it gets them publicity and more deals. And you know that calendar we were going to do? Let’s make it a coffee table book. Rare, numbered editions. Signed. We’ll auction them. See which of the boys is willing to play ball. You better be willing to put that gorgeous ass husband of yours on the sacrificial altar first.”

      Violet raises her brow. “I’ll allow it. This once for a good cause. But he’s the one you’ll have to convince. He did say, Colton first.”

      “He’d do it for me. That boy knows he owes me for all the ways I helped him get you.”

      Violet shakes her head another smile playing on her lips. “We’ll see what he and the other guys say.”

      “I’m not kidding. Depending on who agrees… with those abs and my camera… We could probably raise another million.”

      “You know who you’d need to make it two. So do you want to call him or should I?” Violet gives Joss a pointed look, and for the first time this evening I see her face falter the slightest bit.

      “We’ll discuss that later. The rest of the guys first, yeah?” Joss makes a face at Violet.

      “Good. It’ll give me time to come up with the lecture.”

      “Good. It’ll give me time to drink more wine.”

      “I feel very lost.” I raise my brows at them.

      “I’ll explain later. Let’s just say, Joss has a history with a certain quarterback.”

      “A history? I see…” I’d gathered as much yesterday but I didn’t want to assume.

      “What she’s trying to say is—”

      “Joss, focus. This girl’s only got a couple of days and you’d need it all just to describe how the two of you ended up in that situation.”

      “Fine. Where were we… Oh yes. Funding. We’re gonna need to get a 501(c)3 together and I’ll have to talk to your director. Think she could round up some of the other directors from the other museums? Getting the funding to support everyone’s jobs will take a little longer. Maybe we can find them interim work or at least workspaces where they could get some things done.”

      “Yes, I think she can do that.”

      “All right. Get her on the phone for me, will you? I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Okay.”

      Everything moves so quickly that within the hour, we have a decently well shaped plan for how we’re going to save the museum and its staff without needing the votes. By the time Scarlett heads home, and Joss, Violet, and I retire to our rooms I feel like some of the stress is subsiding.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I’m in bed that night though, I can’t help but feel like I still need to do more. The plan will hopefully get us the money, make it possible to save the museum regardless of how things fall, but it can’t stop Drew from enacting a revenge plan, with or without his father’s help. He could put something in the news, claim to have insider information through me, and it could do real damage to the institution’s reputation regardless.

      The only thing that would truly neutralize it, is if I leave the institution. The thought rolls through my mind like a lead weight. I know it’s what I need to do, but leaving it behind makes me sick, especially with no plan to go forward. I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling for an hour before I sit up, blinking as I look at the time. It’s super late, but I need air. A glass of water. Maybe a quick pace out on the deck before I can fall asleep again.

      I slink out to the kitchen, at least reassured that Alex isn’t here so I won’t end up on top of a counter. When I get to the fridge though, the light’s already on and I see Joss sitting at the counter.

      “Great minds think alike, apparently,” she says when she sees me, smiling as I grab a glass from the cupboard.

      “Why are you awake?” I ask.

      “Past mistakes.”

      “That makes two of us then,” I say glancing up at her as I pour a glass of lemonade, opting for something sweet.

      “Are yours six foot four with blue eyes too?”

      “Not quite. I really feel like I need the back story on that.”

      “Ugh. Sometime soon, just probably not in the middle of the night. Violet’s right. It’s a long one.”

      “I see.”

      “Or rather, I guess it’s not that long. It could be shorter, summarized by the fact that I didn’t appreciate what I had when I had it.”

      “Ah. Yeah, well I’m a little familiar with regrets and decisions one wishes they could take back.”

      “I got that yesterday, looking at your ex and Alex. Even the way they look at you, it’s obvious which one really loves you.”

      “And which one is that?”

      “You don’t need to ask that. You know, but for the sake of the argument—the one who snuck off mid-party to fuck you.”

      I sputter a laugh out, trying not to choke on the lemonade.

      “I hope Violet warned you about me.” She grins.

      “She did.” I return her grin.

      “Good. So what’s got you up?”

      “I have to quit the museum. I know I do, but I’m terrified of what that means. I have no idea what I’m going to do next.”

      “Quit?” She frowns.

      “Even if we can come up with the money, if I stay and Drew and his father go through with their threats… It’ll ruin the museum’s reputation for a long time. They already have enough on their plate as it is—even with the votes and money, they have attendance issues and staff cuts they need to make. They don’t need more problems—ones needlessly created by drama that has nothing to do with them. If I take myself out of the picture, there’s no reason to go after them.”

      Her lips crumple and she nods her understanding. “Yeah, I suppose that’s true.”

      “So I’m going to quit today.” I frown, taking a sip of my lemonade.

      “And then you’re going to come work with me.”

      “What?” I look up at her abruptly.

      “You’d be the perfect partner for the non-profit I’m starting. Then I wouldn’t have to rely so heavily on Violet, and you have a lot of the same connections—especially when it comes to your museum.”

      “Oh…um. Wow. Yeah, I guess that it could make sense.”

      “I know we don’t know each other that well but I think we’d make good partners. You remind me of Violet. Sensible and down to earth. It’ll balance out my chaos.” She grins. “Plus Colton seems to like you, so if he says no to me, I bet he won’t say no to you. And since he’s the key to this little book we’ve got planned…” Her lips curl in a knowing smirk.

      “Colton won’t say no to you. I saw the way he looked at you yesterday.” I don’t mention what he said because I feel like I owe him some confidence.

      “Well, still. You’ll back me up, right?”

      “Right.”

      “All right. Then we’re partners.” She holds her hand out, and I take it.

      “Partners.” I grin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIFTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      That day as I’m packing up after practice, I get a message from my father letting me know that he’s been able to neutralize any bad press Drew has dreamed up. He’ll fill me in on the details later, but I don’t need to worry anymore. I’ve never been so happy in my life, and I immediately pull out my phone to text Saint.

      
        
          
            
              
        My father says we’re good.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        SAINT

      

      
        Oh my god. What a relief! He might be my hero, at least in this one case.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Let’s not get carried away. I’m finishing up practice now. Then I’m going to Drew’s office to fire him.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Be careful. You know he’s going to react. Can someone go with you so you’re not alone in case he tries something?

      

      

      

      

      

      She has a good point. I look over at Tobias’s locker as he packs up.

      “Hey, Tobias!” I call to him, and he turns to look at me as he puts his shirt on. “Could you go with me to Drew’s office?”

      “Now?” His brow furrows.

      “Yeah. I got the all-clear and I want to fire him. I’ve already lined up with your agent to take over. Saint pointed out I probably shouldn’t go alone.”

      “She’s a smart one.” He grins at me. “Yeah, I’ll go.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Tobias is going with me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Good. I quit today.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What?!

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at my phone. Given how important her job is to her, everything she’s been trying to do to come up with a way to save it these last few months it’s hard to believe.

      
        
          
            
              
        This way Drew and his father can’t use it against me. There’s a board meeting tonight. I’m guessing his father will have something to say to me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Well, we can tell the whole family to go fuck themselves now.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Too bad his mother can’t be there to point out how bad my food is.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Fuck her. Your food is delicious.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But what are you doing for work then?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You have to say that.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Joss and I are going to band together to start the non-profit we talked about.

      

      

      

      

      

      I raise a brow at my phone. I’d only spent a few hours near Joss, and I can only imagine the two of them together running a company. I guess they’d have a spectrum of personalities and talents.

      
        
          
            
              
        Oh yeah?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yeah. I’m excited. I’ll miss the museum, but I think it’ll be good. Tell you more later.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Okay. Love you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later I’m walking into Drew’s office just as he’s getting ready to leave for the day. His secretary tries to wave me off at the front desk, but I tell her he’ll make time for me. He looks up just then from the glass door of his office, his face going hard when he sees me and Tobias standing there.

      He opens the door and looks at me. “Can I help you?”

      “We need to talk.”

      “And you needed company?”

      “He’s here to make sure I don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Harper told you then.” His jaw tightens.

      I walk to his office door, staying in the hall and Tobias lurks behind me, keeping his distance but staying close enough to keep things civil if he needs to.

      “Harper told me the day you showed up at her work. I’ve known this whole fucking time. I just had to make a few calls first.”

      “Whatever you think you’re going to do, I promise you. It won’t work.”

      “It will.”

      “I’m sure you’ll figure out a way to clean up the mess eventually, but in the meantime you and she both will be out of a job.”

      “She already quit her job. I already have a new agent who’s fully informed of the situation. I’ve given him everything he needs. I just came by to tell you you’re fired.”

      “If you think that will stop me, it won’t.”

      “No, but my army of lawyers will. The auditors who are going to be investigating how you could afford that new penthouse suite on your salary. Especially when you’re bleeding clients.”

      “I’m not bleeding clients.”

      “You will be after today. When I tell them that you regularly break your NDAs and now you’re blackmailing your best client because you don’t like the choices he makes in his personal life.”

      “You fucking went after my wife.”

      “No. I never went after your wife. I left your wife alone. Your ex-wife, now that’s a different story. I lined up to give her anything she wanted the second I knew you were done.”

      “Fuck you, Xander. Some fucking friend.” He looks around my shoulder to Tobias. “Just a matter of time until he betrays you too.”

      “I’m not worried.” Tobias shrugs.

      “You shouldn’t have cheated on her. You shouldn’t have lied. You shouldn’t have fucking tried to blackmail both of us to bring us to heel. You’re the fucking asshole in this scenario, so I don’t want to hear about friendship right now.”

      “If I’d cheat on her, we both know you will.”

      “I’ve never cheated on anyone in my life. I sure as fuck would never do anything to hurt her.”

      “Yeah, well we’ll see if she still wants you when I’m done. When your reputation is fucked, your career is nonexistent and you’re a shell of who you were.”

      I laugh, a smug smile coming to my lips as I try to control my temper.

      “I already have her. In fact, I just had her earlier this week at Ben’s party. And if I’d known you were cheating on her, I would have had her even sooner than I did. Because the only thing keeping me away—was loyalty. And you had none.”

      “Lecturing me about loyalty when you could have any fucking woman and instead you go after my wife. It’s fucking rich.”

      “I had loyalty to you. She was with me first. Before you ever met her. She wanted me. I just couldn’t see what I had in front of me until it was too late. When I saw the two of you happy, I wanted to believe that you were the better man. That you’d treat her better. That I wasn’t good enough for her. So I stayed out of your way, thinking you’d make her happy. But you didn’t. You treated her like trash when in reality you weren’t good enough for her. Cheating on her was wrong, but that instinct you had that you didn’t deserve her? That was dead on.”

      “You don’t know the first thing about my marriage.”

      “There’s a lot I don’t know. I’m sure. But what I do know is I’ve never seen her look at you the way she looks at me.”

      “Yeah, well her looks aren’t gonna keep you warm at night, Xavier.”

      “You’re right, but the way she wraps around me and moans about how I’m the deepest anyone’s ever been… That? That does keep me fucking warm. Every fucking night. Because she’s happier fucking me on top of your dining room table than she ever was sitting next to you at it.”

      His punch is lightning fast. I’m fucking surprised he has it in him. It nearly gives me whiplash and the blood on my cheek is immediate. I laugh as I rub the spot. Tobias has moved forward, but I’m calmer than I expected, holding my hand out to stop him.

      “Wow. I didn’t think you had it in you. Good for you.”

      “You’ll never have her. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “It’s too fucking late. I highly suggest getting a lawyer. You’ll be hearing from mine tomorrow, and if you try to go through with any of your threats against me or her, I won’t be the only Xavier making your life miserable for it.”

      “Is that a fucking threat?”

      “It’s a promise.”

      “Get the fuck out of my office.”

      “Happy to. Stay the fuck away from me and my girl. And good luck Drew. Honestly, fucking good luck with the rest of your life. I hope if you get another chance, you don’t waste it.”

      “Fuck off, Xander.”

      Tobias gives me a pointed look, and we leave the office. I lean back against the wall of the elevator as it starts to move, trying to stem the blood still trickling down my cheek.

      “I’m proud of you. Not hitting him back. I’m impressed.” Tobias grins at me.

      “No way in hell am I doing anything that’s gonna fuck up my chance to be with her.”

      “Wise.” Tobias’s eyes zero in on the cut. “He got you good though.”

      “Yeah well, a cost I’m willing to pay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIFTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Harper

      

      “What’s this I hear about you quitting?” Drew’s dad, Marcus is standing at the doorway to my office. He’s still in his suit and he must have come straight from his office to the museum for the board meeting that starts in twenty minutes.

      “I put in my two-weeks notice today.”

      “They’re going to have a hard time replacing you. Are you sure you have to leave? Is it a pay issue or something the board could help with?” Marcus frowns a little as he looks at me. We’d had a relatively good relationship. He’d been a decent father-in-law even if his wife was a nightmare, and I’d been initially really thrilled to have him and his business acumen on the board. But I’d done my best to steer clear of him post-divorce since I have no idea what Drew’s told him.

      “Drew didn’t talk to you?”

      “No. I wasn’t aware you and Drew talked to each other much anymore, since the divorce I mean.”

      I let out a little choked sound. He’d been making threats without even warning his dad about what he was doing. I take a deep breath, because I have no idea how he’ll react. Since Alex is in the clear though, and I’ve quit, I really have nothing to lose at this point. And I highly suspect Drew’s been very selective in telling him about us, our divorce and everything since then.

      “Drew is part of the reason I quit.”

      His brow furrows deeper, and I stand, motioning for him to come in and have a seat before I shut the door. He sits down across from me, and I sit back down in my chair, straightening the papers on my desk while I gather my courage before I speak.

      “I don’t know what Drew has and hasn’t told you about the divorce, but seeing as things are about to go very differently than he planned, and I doubt he’s going to react well to that… I’d like to give you my side of things.” I glance up at him, and he looks concerned but nods for me to go on.

      “Drew and I got a divorce because he was cheating on me. Multiple times with more than one woman, although there did seem to be one in particular who he was pursuing a relationship with despite the fact he was married. There’s another very long story, but I ended up dating Alexander—well after the divorce was finalized. I know they’re friends, and it’s not ideal, but I actually knew Alex before Drew. Again, another long story. Drew’s furious about it and has been threatening Alex’s career and my own. He told me he’d convince you to bring false embezzlement charges against the museum to create confusion before the vote, and that you’d work to make sure I’m blamed or fired for it. He’s also threatened Alex, wanting to frame him for an assault, one that not only he didn’t commit, but he actually was trying to help me at the time. The only way Drew said he would back down was if Alex and I agreed to quit seeing each other, and I’d agree to try to work things out with Drew.”

      Marcus looks horrified, and I’m guessing Drew hadn’t discussed any of this with him based on how distressed he looks.

      “I loved Drew, a lot at one time. Obviously, I married him. But what he’s done, I can’t forgive him for. I don’t want to drag you into the details of our marriage, but I’ve moved on. I thought he had too. I’m not sure why he’s doing this, or what delusion is making him think it’s possible this could all work out well. I think he needs help, and I don’t mean that flippantly.”

      “I don’t know what to say. I’ve obviously gotten a very different story from Drew, but nothing close to any of this. I had no idea he had plans like this, or that he’d invoked my name in the plot. I love my son, but I did think of you as a daughter I never had, Harper. I would never participate in something that would harm you or your career that way.”

      “I didn’t think you would. But you do have a reputation for being ruthless, and I had no idea what Drew was or wasn’t telling you. Or what you might have believed.”

      “I hope this isn’t why you’re quitting.”

      “It is. I honestly hope Drew doesn’t try to follow through with any of it, but I’ve told him I quit the museum, and I’ve joined another nonprofit. Hopefully, he understands that hurting the institution can’t hurt me anymore, and he leaves innocent people and the community out of his personal vendetta.”

      “I’ll do what I can to make sure he does just that.” Marcus looks pained and disappointed, and I can’t blame him.

      “I haven’t told anyone in management at the museum about this. I don’t want anyone’s nerves to be frazzled more than they already are. I’ve just told them I’m taking this new opportunity because I want to explore something different and I’m excited about the prospect of being able to help from the outside.”

      “I understand.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ll do what I can, hopefully, to get Drew to see reason.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      With that, Marcus leaves the room and I’m left sitting at my desk, staring at the walls—a calendar full of plans and meetings, a mockup for the exhibit we’d been working on, and a whole bunch of books I’d need to return to the archives now that I no longer needed them. I hadn’t been prepared for this much to change in my life, to lose my husband, my home, and my job in one snowballing avalanche. But when I think about a future, one with my friends and Alex, I finally feel hopeful for the first time in a long time.
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      Joss and I are sitting at the game, with seats only two rows back from the field, deep in the thick of all the fan action. Everyone around us is dressed up in costumes and paint, waving flags, and yelling at the top of their lungs. The team is struggling today, but you wouldn’t know it by the way the crowd is still cheering them on.

      The guys are just not in sync when they play. The normal plays they usually make look effortless, are turning into a complete mess on the field. Defensive holding, offsides, and unnecessary roughness calls have penalty yards mounting against them, and they’re backed up against their own end zone again and again. St. George, Lawton, and Westfield are playing their hearts out on the field, and Prescott and the rest of the line have been managing to hold the other team’s defense. But we’re struggling to keep their offense off the field.

      “I don’t know a lot about football, but I don’t think this is good news.” Joss nods to the score.

      “Not really, no.” They’ve got time. Hopefully, the coaches have something inspiring to say.

      

      By the time halftime rolls around the entire defense looks like they might keel over from heat and frustration, and when I spot Alex, I don’t think. I just run down to where they’re entering the tunnel. The group of fans standing there are a mix of cheers and insults. Some people encouraging them for the next half and some people booing them for their performance so far. A few fans shout Xavier’s name, and one waves a sign that says “XXL”.

      “Alex!” I yell out his name as loud as I can, and the woman next to me who’s also wearing his jersey gives me a strained look.

      “No one calls him that.” She gives me a roll of her eyes.

      “Yeah? Well I do.” I look back just as he’s closing in on the tunnel. “Alex!” I yell his name one more time, and he finally looks up. His eyes lock on mine, something flickering in them. I pull the chain off my neck and dangle it out over the edge.

      He walks over and looks up at me. “You came.” I can read the words on his lips more than I can hear them because the fans are shouting for his attention now.

      “You need to put this back on,” I shout over the cheering.

      He reaches a gloved hand up and takes it from me, his eyes meeting mine, frustration from the game still in them before he lifts it over his head, kisses it, and tucks it under his jersey.

      I smile at him. “Go kick some ass!”

      He gives me half a smile and nods before he walks back with the rest of the team into the tunnel, and I feel the racing of my heart start to steady a little.

      “How do you know him?” The woman next to me has changed her tone.

      I don’t exactly know how to answer that, so I go for the next best thing.

      “He’s mine.” I shrug, and then go back to sitting next to Joss.

      “So petty some of these women.” She shakes her head.

      “I mean… I get it. Look at him. I’d be jealous over him too if he wasn’t mine. Have you seen how feral they get over your guy?”

      Joss had agreed to come to the game with me and sit in the stands. Since she’s not a girlfriend she’s really not allowed up in the girlfriend and wives box, and I enjoy being down in the action anyway. We decided it’d be a good opportunity to bond.

      “He’s not my guy. But yes, I know. They were feral over him in college. All that corn they fed him growing up in Nebraska. Dangerous. Someone should really look into it.”

      I laugh and smile at her.

      “Any progress on getting him to do the photos?”

      “We came to an agreement.”

      “Oh yeah?” I raise my brows in question.

      “Let’s just say it involved personal sacrifice but one I’m willing to make for the cause.”

      “Painful?” I ask, smirking.

      She shrugs. “I like pain. It’s these games that are going to be the death of me.”

      “Let’s get you a beer and a pretzel. That usually helps.”

      “Deal.”

      

      When they get back on the field after halftime, it’s like they’re a different team. Whatever the coaches said to them during the break must have worked, and the defensive coordinators seemed like they made enough adjustments that their offense is starting to struggle against us. Jones doesn’t have nearly the same amount of time to throw, and their running back is struggling to find gaps in the line to run. The whole stadium is back into the game now, screaming at the top of their lungs at every snap.

      On the next play the quarterback forces a throw on a third down, aiming for the end zone, and one of the guys gets a hand on it, batting it into the air, and it lands in Alex’s hands. He tucks it and runs like his life depends on it, glancing behind him and up at the screen to see the guys who are chasing him. The whole stadium is on their feet screaming, and he’s headed for the end zone I’m sitting in. I’m in the aisle and scurrying down the stairs before I know what I’m doing, screaming his name at the top of my lungs.

      There’s another player on his heels and he’s getting closer by the second, but Alex manages to dodge him, and he trips and falls. The crowd’s all on their feet, a dozen more people joining me on the wall now that Alex has a wide open twenty yards to the end zone. People rush down from their seats, screaming out his name as he runs it in easily.

      The refs signal the touchdown, and the boards light up with “Pick Six”. The fans are screaming “Xavier” and “XXL” at the top of their lungs and I yell along with them, jumping up and down. He tucks the ball under his arm and looks up at the seats. He pulls the chain out, kissing the medallion, and I realize he’s looking for me.

      “Alex!” I scream as loud as I can, and his eyes find me a second later.

      He runs at the wall and jumps it, landing in front of me with the help of a couple of fans. He hands the ball to me and rips off his helmet.

      “I love you, Saint.” The words are hard to hear, coming out like whispers between gasping breaths as he tries to get oxygen back in his lungs.

      “I love you too,” I confess.

      Then he presses his lips to mine, and the crowd gets impossibly louder. The rest of his defense has gathered beneath him hollering and shouting their approval before he tears his lips away from mine. Winking at me before he launches off the side and they catch him like it’s a stage dive, taking off running across the field toward their bench.

      “Jesus Christ he’s getting fined for that.” A guy next to me laughs as they run off.

      “Yeah, but it was worth it.” I turn around and hold up the ball and another cheer echoes through the crowd around me. Several women in front of me scream and raise their beers.

      “Girl, let me know if he has a brother or a friend!” one of them yells at me as I run back to my seat, and I grin at Joss.

      “My god that man is obsessed with you.”

      “I’m obsessed with him, so it’s a fair trade.”

      We watch as Gabe kicks the extra point and cheer as the Phantom retake the lead. Joss even starts to get into the game a little, yelling a few times and even jumping once when Colton throws a touchdown, at least until she catches me watching. When they win, the stadium goes so wild you’d think it was a playoff game and the two of us lean over the railing cheering for the guys as they shake hands with the other team and then watch as they do their on-field postgame interviews.
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      After the game, she’s waiting for me outside with Joss. Since she didn’t stay in the box for the game, she wasn’t able to get in with the families, and so she’s standing beyond a barrier set up to keep the fans back. I walk over to her where a security guard is keeping watch over the crowd. I sign a few balls and jerseys that are being held out for me and then approach her.

      “Nothing you want me to sign?”

      “Very funny.”

      “All right, well then…” I start to walk away.

      “Alexander!” she scolds and I turn around.

      I smirk at her. “Okay. These two are with me.”

      The security guard nods at me and moves the barrier back so they can get through.

      “See! I told you. But you wouldn’t believe me.” Joss sasses at the security guard.

      “He’s just doing his job, Joss.”

      “Yeah, for all he knows you’re two feral psychos who just want to storm the locker room.” I tease her.

      “Is that an option? I could get my camera now.” Joss gives me a wry smile.

      “You’ll have to ask our fearless leader,” I nod toward Colt who’s standing on the edge of the sidewalk watching us.

      “Well, I’m off to my fate.” Joss nods to Harper. “If I survive, we’ll meet tomorrow to start working on plans?”

      “Sounds good. Have fun!” Harper calls after her.

      She turns to me then, a bright smile on her face, and I grab her up into my arms, kissing her and holding her tight. I hear a few whistles from the parts of the crowd that can still see us, and she laughs and buries her face in my shoulder.

      “That was fucking badass, for the record.” She smiles at me as I set her back down on her feet.

      “The kiss?” I pretend not to know what she means.

      “The play. Obviously. The kiss is going to get you a pretty little fine.”

      “Worth it though.” I grin.

      “I love watching you play.”

      “I love that you love watching me play.”

      Another laugh tumbles out of her as I kiss her forehead. “Oh god. We’re going to be one of those couples, aren’t we?”

      “Might be. I’m good with it though. You riding with me?” I ask as we approach the car.

      “Yes. Joss drove me.”

      “Good.”

      “Where do you want to go? Dinner?”

      “To Ben and Violet’s to get your stuff and move you back into my place.”

      “Oh, um. Okay.” She sounds surprised, and I feel a slight tingle of anxiousness at the back of my neck.

      “What? You don’t want to move in anymore? I know that first weekend sucked, but in my defense, it wasn’t entirely my fault. Drew ruined it both by showing up and giving you the migraine. I’ve had the locks changed. I think we need to give it another go.” I smile at her, running my fingers along her jaw before I brush my lips over hers.

      She’s so soft and sweet under my touch, and I love this woman so fucking much I just want to take her and run away with her for a while. If it wasn’t mid-season, I would. The next best thing is having her in my home again. Permanently.

      “No, I want to, I just didn’t know we were doing that today. I figured you’d be tired from the game.”

      “I am, but I’m more tired of wasting time. I want you with me.”

      “Well, what the game MVP wants, he gets.” Her hands slip around my waist as we stand against the side of the car.

      “So a quickie in the back seat then?”

      She glances at the people around and back at me. “Baby steps. Besides I thought you were more into VIP crowds.”

      “Tinted windows.” I tap the glass and raise a brow in challenge.

      “Hmm. Counteroffer… How about we go get my stuff, go to your place, and then finish that fantasy out on your counter?”

      Well, fuck. I like the sound of that.

      “All right. I like your idea better.” I concede.

      “I love you,” she says earnestly, her eyes going to mine.

      “I love you, Saint. So fucking much.” I kiss her again and open her door for her. “Now, let’s get you where you belong, okay?”

      “Okay.” She dots another kiss on my cheek as she slides into my car.

      Between the game today and having her back—moving in with me, telling me she loves me, knowing she’s mine—I finally feel like I’m back on the right path again. Headed in the direction I should have been all along.
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Six Months Later

      “Oh, I see it. We’re getting so close! You see it?” I make a slight hop and immediately regret it because my feet are killing me, and I feel like I might collapse.

      “Yeah, Saint. I see. Just distracted by all these restaurants and bakeries,” Alex answers me, looking around as we make our way down the street.

      It’s off-season for him and while it definitely isn’t the best time of year to come, we’re walking the Camino together. It was a promise he made me shortly after I moved in with him, and I’d been looking forward to it all winter. Putting in time on the treadmill and walking whenever I could to try to build up my stamina. Now we’re finally here, just meters away from the cathedral, and I can hardly believe it.

      “Yes. I’m excited about dinner. I could eat all the things.” I laugh a little because I’m giddy and a bit delirious from the whole, put-one-foot-in-front-of-the-other-for-endless-miles thing.

      It was a strange sensation to get up every day, just to walk across Spain. Meeting other people walking, hearing their stories, getting to see all the countryside, only to find yourself collapsing into a different hostel bed every night exhausted with aching feet.

      “Yes, all the things,” he agrees and then gives me a sly grin. “Also excited about the fact we’re going to have an actual hotel room tonight. Alone. With a door and everything.”

      I elbow him gently in the side but can’t help the smile that forms.

      “Me too.”

      

      When we get to the square in front of the cathedral it seems surreal. Somehow impossible that we’re finally here after all those days of walking and at the same time all too real. I feel teary eyed, and I hug Alex. He pulls me close and kisses the top of my head.

      “How’s it feel? You made it, Saint.”

      “Freaking amazing.”

      “Worth all the pain?”

      “Definitely.” I pull away just far enough that I can smile up at him.

      He leans down, his eyes searching mine. “So fucking proud of you, you know that?”

      “And you. We did it! You want to go inside?”

      “Yeah. We can. Just give me a second. I need to get some water out of my bag first. Getting dehydrated.”

      “Okay. I’m gonna look up where we go to get our certificates for completing it.” I pull my phone out and start doing a search while he rifles through his bag. “I think we have to go down this way, but I’m not sure. I was so excited about getting here that I didn’t research this part.”

      “Saint?” he says my name.

      “Yeah?” I ask absently looking through my phone.

      “Saint,” he repeats.

      “Yes?” I answer, and when he still doesn’t talk after a beat I frown.

      I look down and suddenly realize he’s stopped going through his bag because he’s down on one knee, looking up at me with a ring between his fingers. My chest goes so tight I feel like I can barely breathe. My heart feels like it might squeeze its way straight out of my ribs.

      “I’m hoping you’re gonna let me be yours for good, Saint.”

      “Yes,” I answer immediately. I don’t have to think. Because with him, I know. With him it’s always yes.

      He grins at me, and I lean over to kiss him.

      “Here, try it on. I did my best to guess the size but I’m not sure.”

      I slip the ring on, and it fits perfectly, sparkling in the sun and looking fresh and gorgeous against my worn-out trail clothes and appearance. He stands up and kisses me again, pulling me close to him after, and the way he’s breathing I almost think he might be close to crying.

      “You had this in your bag the whole time?” I look up at him.

      “Yeah. It’s been so hard to hold off this long. I really wanted to wait until we got to the beach. The end of the world spot you were talking about, but I couldn’t wait any longer. You know. So I hope you don’t mind the location.”

      I glance around and several people are staring at us, pointing out our little scene to friends near them. Normally I’d hate this much attention being focused on me, but I’ve learned to adapt. Being with Alex means people stare, but I don’t mind.

      “No, I don’t mind at all. I love it. I love you.” I stand on my tiptoes to kiss him, and he wraps his arms around me, kissing me like his life depends on it. The way he feels, wraps me up in his arms, the smell of his cologne, and the sound of his heartbeat—will never not make me feel like I’m home.

      “I love you, Saint. I wish I knew a better way to tell you how much, but the ring will have to do for now.”

      

      We get our certificates, find our hotel, collapse for a long nap, and then get up and take showers with the idea that we’re going to find a nice restaurant to go out and celebrate for the night. But by the time I finally get out of the shower, I’m thinking I’d much rather spend a night in with Alex than be out on the go again.

      “How much would you hate it if we put off a celebratory dinner one more night?” I give him a doubtful face and bite my lip because I know he was looking forward to it.

      “We can get room service if you want.” He looks up from his phone and smiles at me.

      “Are you sure? I’ll rally if you want, but I kind of like the idea of a night in.”

      “Saint, I don’t care where we go as long as you’re there and at some point, there’s food. It’s all good as far as I’m concerned.” His eyes run over me and then back down to his phone. I walk over to him and wrap my arms around his shoulders and kiss his cheek.

      “Okay. What are you doing?”

      “Just answering a few emails. This new agent is getting me deals left and right. More than I can take. And we’re still in closed-door negotiations so he gave me some more updates on that,” he mumbles as he types out a sentence.

      “Hmm. Okay. I think the rest might have to wait for another day though.” I slide my hand down over his chest and abs, splaying my fingers and kissing the side of his neck as I do it.

      “You think?” he asks absently.

      “Yes. I think you need a reward for this gorgeous ring and that proposal,” I whisper.

      “You’re my reward, Saint,” he answers softly, quickly typing another sentence out. I can tell I’m distracting him though by the errors he’s making. I grin against his skin, kissing him again and flick the tip of my tongue over his neck.

      I slide my hand lower, palming him through the sweats he has on where he’s already starting to get hard for me.

      “Fuck, Saint,” he curses, dropping his phone to the table and leaning back in the chair.

      “I need you. It’s been too long,” I whisper, sliding under the waist band and wrapping my fingers around him.

      Even though it was low-season on the trail we hadn’t really had much time alone in the hostels and boarding rooms where we’d been spending our nights. There weren’t even good places to dodge off into the woods, and we’d definitely tried. Between the circumstances and how exhausted we were every night, it was probably the longest dry spell between us since we’d started seeing each other.

      “You’re fucking telling me,” he mutters, his eyes sliding closed.

      “Go sit on the bed so there’s more room for me to get on my knees for you.” I let go of him reluctantly and nod my head.

      His eyes flash to mine, pure lust written in them, and he does what I ask without question. Stripping out of his sweats and boxer briefs on the way. I grin at how easily he complies. Xavier is a whole hell of a lot easier to manage than most people would think, you just have to know the right way to handle him.

      My legs are tired from all the walking and my muscles complain a little as I get down on my knees, taking my time as I run my fingers up his thighs. It’s worth it. I would do anything for this man. Anything to make him even half as happy as he makes me.

      I run my fingers over the length of him and take him in my mouth. I’m still perfecting this, being able to take all of him, because of his size. But thankfully I’ve had Mackenzie’s advice and tricks on my side. I try not to grin at that thought and the fact that we’re going to get to tell them all the news tomorrow. I can already guess the reactions that will come.

      “That excited to suck me off or you got something else on your mind, Saint?” he asks, and I realize his eyes are open again and he’s watching me.

      He leans forward to run his fingers along my jaw, and I run my tongue over him one more time before I answer.

      “Just thinking about telling everyone that Xander Xavier wants me to be his wife,” I answer, a playful smile on my lips.

      “Fuck, you keep up like that and I’m going to need to marry you now. Have to go back to the cathedral and see if they can fit us in.” His thumb runs over my lower lip as I stroke him.

      “Oh no. We’re doing the big wedding. With the dress and all the things. Just be careful I guess, when you pick the best man.”

      His eyes narrow and then he grins. “It wouldn’t fucking matter because you’re going to be too busy fucking me every chance we get that day.”

      “Oh yeah?” I tease him with the tip of my tongue again, and a tortured groan escapes him, making his eyes darken.

      “Speaking of, use the other hand.”

      I frown. “I’m not as good.”

      “Don’t care. I want to see that ring on your finger when your hand’s wrapped around me.”

      I switch as he asks, doing my best to keep the same pace and his fingers slide into my hair. His thumb strokes the side of my jaw, and he looks at me with a sort of reverence that makes my heart skip beats in my chest. Makes me wonder how I ever got this man to be mine.

      “So gorgeous like this, Saint. The way you look and feel. Can’t believe how fucking lucky I am.”

      His words spur me on, and I pick up my rhythm and take him deeper as I do. Having him like this is one of my favorite things in the world, watching him lose control under my touch, listening to the way he breathes and talks to me.

      “Fucking hell. Your mouth is so good, but I need inside you. It’s been too long. Get up here,” he groans, his eyes opening again, and I stand, stripping out of the shorts I’d put on and take a step toward him.

      “Shirt too, I want to see all of you—all of my wife.”

      “Fiancée,” I correct him.

      “Wife as far as I’m concerned. That paper’s just fine print. You got the ring on. You’re mine.”

      I smile and shake my head at him, pulling the shirt off and tossing it on the bed.

      “You don’t think so?” He raises an eyebrow.

      “Whatever you say, Xander,” I taunt him because it’s a name I only use when I want to get under his skin. Needle him a little until his temper rises just enough that he wants to fuck me hard to prove a point.

      He grabs me then, pulling me toward him, then down onto the bed under him in one quick motion that has me grinning because I’m getting exactly what I want.

      He shakes his head at me, his mouth on my throat and his hand between my legs a second later testing me. Just the graze of his fingertips against my clit has me letting out a soft moan.

      “Already that fucking ready for me?”

      “Been thinking about it for hours. Days really,” I admit.

      He kisses his way down my chest, to the center of my breastbone and then cups one of my breasts and slides his tongue over the tip of my nipple until I arch up for him.

      “Don’t tease me. I can’t take it.” I sigh as he runs his thumb over my other nipple.

      “Wife,” he says it like a command.

      “Fine. Wife,” I repeat it, trying to appease him because I just desperately want him inside me. If we’re being honest, he’s as good at playing me as I am him.

      His hand slides down between my thighs again, his fingertips dancing over my skin with the lightest touch imaginable and when I try to move my hips to get more friction, he pins my thigh with his knee.

      “Like you mean it.”

      “I’m your wife. The paper is fine print.” I give in as he gives me more of the pressure I need.

      “Should have always been.” He slides a finger inside me and all the little touches that are just short of what I need are driving me crazy.

      “Yes. You should have always been mine. Now you are, and I need you. So much, please Alex.” I look up at him, and he’s watching me closely, a hint of a smirk playing at his lips while he studies me.

      “I love you,” he says it like it’s a confession. Like he always does when he gets like this. I know what he means. All the words he doesn’t say about the past and about our future.

      “I love you too.” I reach over and run my fingers down his forearm. “But I really, really need you to fuck me. Put me out of all this misery.” I grin and he returns it in kind.

      “Spread these gorgeous thighs wider for me. Then I want to hear you say it again,” he withdraws his fingers and grabs one of my legs as he slides his cock between them.

      “I need you.”

      A moment later and he’s inside me, a curse leaving his lips, filling me perfectly as he always does.

      “That’s my girl. So… fucking… beautiful,” he mutters as he leans down to kiss me again.

      He fucks me slow and sweet, taking his time while he watches me until I can’t take any more of the languid-paced torture and beg him for all of it. All of him. He fucks me faster then, a sheen of sweat breaking out across his chest because even though it’s spring, it’s warm out today and there’s only the windows to cool the room. I trace through it with my fingers, following the outlines of his tattoos up his shoulder until I feel the edge of my orgasm start to take, and I curl my fingers into his skin.

      “Come for me, Saint. I want the people on the street to hear how good it is.”

      It feels like lightning under my skin, spreading warmth through my nerve endings, and I cry out his name.

      “Fuck… I love the way you sound,” he groans a moment later as he starts to come. He bends his neck down, pressing his lips to my skin, and I run my fingers up the line of his spine into his hair, until he slows and pulls away from me. He kisses my shoulder as he lays next to me.

      “I love you so fucking much. I hate that it took so long for us to get here, but I can’t wait to see you in that dress.”

      “I love you too. And I can’t wait to see the suit you’re going to wear on the floor.” I give him a hike of my eyebrow before I smirk at him.

      “Just using me for the sex. I fucking knew it.” He grins.

      “It’s true.” I sit back on my knees and then move to straddle his waist before I bend down to kiss him again. “Which is why we need to order room service so I can have you fed and ready for another round.”

      He grins harder and shakes his head, grabbing my hips and then dragging  his fingers down my thighs.

      “Go get dressed, and I’ll order something.” He gives me a playful slap on the ass, and I give him a look of pretend shock before I kiss him one last time.

      As I stand, I look back at him and grin.

      “What?” His brow furrows as he sits up.

      “You. You make it all worth it.”

      “Yeah. You’re my reason too, Saint.”
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        Want more of a peek into Alex and Harper’s future? Grab the bonus epilogue for Pick Six.

        Want the story of Alex & Harper’s first meeting? Grab Defensive End, the free prequel short story.

      

      

      
        
        Get Colt & Joss’s Book: OVERTIME
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