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      Dear Reader,

      About seven years ago, I wrote a novel called The Break-up. It was the fifth and final book in my ultra-steamy Full Hearts Series (that I put out under the pen name M.J. Summers). At the time, stories featuring alpha-holes were all the rage, so I thought I’d give it a go. I took one of the brothers of the heroine in Breaking Clear and used their tragic backstory to turn him into a brooding, wounded, closed off jerk.

      The thing is, I don’t like jerks. I don’t want to read about them. I don’t want to root for them. And I don’t care if they get their happily ever after. And neither did my readers at the time. The book tanked and I moved over into writing comedies, where I found my happy place (and happy readers).

      About a year ago, I was approached by the creators of an up and coming reading app. (It’s called Zory and it’s a super cool choose-your-own-adventure-style way of reading.) They were hoping to purchase one of my books. The only one I had available (that wasn’t owned by a publisher or wasn’t in Kindle Unlimited) was The Break-up. They bought it, then their fabulous co-founder/editor, Kate, wrote me and said that Wes was problematic and that we needed to rewrite it if the story was going to appeal to the younger audience.

      So, rewrite it I did. Wes is now Damien, an honourable, upstanding man, capable of love and of being a supportive partner. He’s funny and endearing and just plain terrific. The heroine, Courtney, was already wonderful, so she’s the same. The plot has also had a major overhaul, so I gave Courtney’s story a new title to go along with her new man.

      And just in case you need to know: this book isn’t as laugh-out-loud funny as my rom-coms. It’s still got a light, feel-good tone, but not those big belly laughs. It also has some SUPER spicy scenes which I hope you’ll enjoy (or at the very least, won’t mind).

      Okay, so that should bring you up to speed on how this book found its way into the world.

      Thank you so much for giving my work a chance. I am eternally grateful to each and every person who has ever one-clicked my books. You make it possible for me to have the job of my dreams, and I don’t ever want you to think I take that for granted. I get how amazing it is.

      I’m off to start writing my next story. I hope you’ll love this one.

      Warmest wishes and happy reading,

      mel
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        Aspen, Colorado

      

      

      “Knock, knock!” 

      Courtney Bennett heard the voice of her agent, Yolanda, as she let herself into the hotel suite. Yolanda always said ‘knock, knock’ instead of just knocking, an irritating habit that Courtney had long ago learned to accept.

      “We’re here to help you get ready!” Her voice had a sing-song quality today, meaning that she either met a man or she had bad news and was pretending everything was fine.

      “Good morning, ladies.” Courtney poked her head out of the bathroom just long enough to give Yolanda and her assistant, Dawn, a warm smile. “I’m just out of the shower. How are you both today?”

      “Just fine, although I can’t sleep here. It’s too quiet. And the air is funny,” Yolanda answered, her voice growing louder with each word as she neared the bathroom.

      “You mean clean?”

      Yolanda wrinkled up her nose, pretending to be disgusted. “Exactly. Not a hint of smog. It’s unnatural.”

      “I like it here. It reminds me of home.” 

      “Eww. Canada is like this?” Yolanda waved her hand dismissively. 

      “The parts in the Rockies are.” Courtney dabbed at her face with a cotton pad soaked in an outrageously expensive toner. She could see Yolanda watching her in the mirror.

      “Did you sleep okay?” 

      “Why? Do I look tired?” Courtney adjusted the collar on the plush white hotel robe so it was less revealing.

      “No. Of course not. You look divine. You’re every bit People’s most beautiful woman.” Yolanda turned and hissed ‘coffee’ to Dawn.

      Dawn mumbled something as she made her way to the bar on the opposite side of the suite. She was always mumbling. Yolanda made all kinds of sounds—hissing, yelling, gushing. But Dawn only seemed to mumble. Sometimes, Courtney imagined the two to be a mini-orchestra of human instruments. 

      Yolanda handed her the bottle of photo finish serum. “So, how are you feeling about the junket so far?” 

      “You mean since we talked about it at supper last night?” Courtney gave her a quizzical look. “Is something going on?” 

      Yolanda gave her a too-bright smile and smoothed back her black bob. “What? Nothing. Everything is just fine.” 

      Courtney hardened her stare and waited. 

      Yolanda couldn’t keep secrets for long. She’d figure out what was up, one way or another.

      “Here’s your coffee, Courtney,” Dawn muttered, handing it to her gingerly. 

      “Thanks, Dawn,” Courtney said. “What isn’t Yolanda telling me?” 

      Dawn’s eyes grew round. She swallowed. “Nothing. Things are great.” 

      “Now I’m getting worried. I actually heard that.” Planting a fist on her hip, Courtney gave Yolanda her best ‘you better tell me, bitch’ stare. 

      “Okay, so it’s really nothing. But it looks like something. I’ve already spoken with Ted and he’s all over it like white on rice. The whole thing will be dead by suppertime.” 

      “Why would my husband’s publicist need to be brought in?”

      “Again, it’s really …” 

      “Spill it, Yo.”

      “Apparently, some photos were taken of Brock and Tiffany last night. They haven’t gotten out yet because the photographer is holding out for a big payout from one of the tabloids. He’s claiming it’s proof that Brock is cheating—”

      “Oh, God. That.” Courtney waved it off. “Yeah, he texted to tell me they were going for dinner. She’s been having some trouble with her role and he offered to talk her through it. I guess they’ve been shooting the same scene for three days and she’s still not getting it.” 

      “She’s getting it, all right,” Dawn mumbled. 

      “What?” Courtney’s head swiveled. 

      “Nothing. I was just … nothing.” Dawn hurried to the desk in the far corner of the room. 

      Yolanda rolled her eyes in that ‘young people are so irritating’ way. “Anyhow, as usual, don’t let it concern you, but do expect the reporters to ask about it. I’m going to prime them all before they get in to see you, so they’ll know the real story. If anyone brings it up, you go with the standard lines. ‘Everything’s wonderful, it’s a marriage made in heaven, what I’m really excited to talk about is this amazing movie …’” 

      “I know the lines, Yolanda,” Courtney said, feeling slightly irritated. She picked up her Dior eyeliner and began drawing a careful line along her eyelashes. 

      “Of course you do. I’m just jittery today. They must put extra caffeine in the coffee here.” 

      Courtney chuckled. “They must.”

      “The bastards.” Yolanda stared at Courtney as she continued with her makeup. 

      Glancing at her, Courtney knew that her agent had more to say. “What?”

      “Well, since you asked, I noticed you squinting a little when you apply your mascara, and it occurred to me that maybe you need to use your face less. You know, to avoid wrinkles. You’re very expressive all the time and—it’s not happening yet, you still look superbly young, but it will start to show soon.”

      “Use my face less?” Courtney stopped and turned to her. “Is this about that part from Universal?”

      “Well, a little, yes. I mean, it was for a mother of teenagers.” The word teenager came out of her mouth as though it were acid. “Plus, we found out you didn’t get Elektra.” 

      “I didn’t?” Courtney’s face fell.

      “No, honey. They went with some new Australian tramp. Kelly said she blew one of the producers.” 

      Something pinged in her gut, but Courtney pushed it away. Being a ‘tramp’ unlocked roles. It’s a Hollywood stereotype for a reason. But knowing how the ropes get pulled didn’t make the reality of the industry any easier, though. “Hair Kelly or makeup Kelly?” 

      “Hair.”

      “Damn. She’s pretty reliable.” Courtney sighed as she felt her heart drop to her knees. She stared at herself in the mirror, suddenly seeing every tiny line on her face amplified. “Maybe you’re right.”

      “Oh, I am definitely right about this.” Yolanda pointed at her and nodded. “You’re always smiling and laughing and making goofy faces. Save that for the big screen. Otherwise, go for Angelina-stoic. I bet you could get at least another four years out of your original face.” 

      “My original face?” It was moments like this that made it very hard for Courtney to believe that this was her life. “Thanks for the tip. I’ll give it some thought.” 

      Yolanda nodded. “Good. Just don’t wrinkle your eyebrows together while you’re thinking.” She laughed in the high-pitched cackle she always used after saying something insulting—it was meant to soften her comment, but it had the opposite effect for Courtney.

      She turned back to her reflection in the mirror. Her face looked normal to her again. She didn’t look bad for thirty-seven. Sure, there were some tiny lines around her eyes, but wasn’t that to be expected? She stayed out of the sun, wore a ridiculously huge hat when she was outside, and doused herself in serums and lotions with SPF 50. She went for monthly laser peels and skin resurfacing. Light Botox, yes, fillers, no. Somehow, looking her age was slightly less terrifying to her than sporting that ‘not quite human’ look that she saw everywhere she went in L.A. 

      “Anyway, it’s nothing to worry about today. It’s just food for thought. And let’s not worry about the Elektra thing. It wouldn’t have been right for your brand, anyway.” Yolanda unzipped the case containing her tablet and began going over the schedule. 

      “So, I checked, and the premiere will end at ten fifty-two. We’ll have a limo waiting to take you to the jet. You’re scheduled for four days with Brock, then back home for your appointment with Dr. Debaggio. I want to call Zephyr to start up your power yoga every morning again. You were just so firm when you were training with him. Dawn, don’t you think she was incredibly firm?” 

      Dawn nodded without looking up from her phone. “Very firm.”

      “What do you think? Zephyr? Or do you want to try something else? Maybe back to Pilates? Barre? It’s up to you.” 

      “Wait, can we back up? I was planning to spend a month in the Bahamas. I told you that. Brock and I really need some time together.”

      “But I got Dr. Debaggio to squeeze you in. I think you should come home, even if it’s just for a few days. You can always fly back after your appointment.” 

      “Cancel it. I’m not rushing home for a laser peel. And if you’re suggesting I’m getting flabby, fine. I’ll …” Courtney waved her hand in the air, “… run on the beach every morning. And I can do yoga myself. Okay?”

      “I’m not trying to hurt your feelings. You know that, right? This is my job. To help you eke out every last minute of your career.”

      Courtney’s shoulders dropped. “I know you are, and I appreciate it. I think I just need a break. After I’ve unplugged with Brock for a few weeks, I’ll get right back to my routine. Promise. And don’t look so worried. It’ll give you wrinkles.” She gave Yo a half-smile to let her know they were okay. Courtney’s humor restored the peace between them. As usual.

      Yolanda beamed, shaking her head before slipping on an overly stoic look. “Glad that’s settled. First up is Gordon Hughes from Entertainment Hourly. Then Nikki from CBN, then Karlee, then that new one from WBC, Kristyn, then a quick break for lunch. Dammit, this stupid iPad is freezing up again. Dawn, order me a new one, and get rid of this thing.” Gasping, Yolanda shut the iPad case. “I didn’t realize how late it was getting. We’ll go make sure the room is ready and prep Gordon.”

      “Sounds good. Thanks, ladies. See you in a bit.” 

      And they were gone, leaving Courtney alone again in silence, the symphony of humans over. She made her way to the closet, finding her blue jersey-knit dress waiting. She de-robed and stepped into her dress, pulling it up over her hips and shimmying into the sheath. Her tan Coach pumps were next, followed by a chunky bracelet and earrings. Finally, a quick scan of herself in the mirror. Something caught her eye. 

      Was that … Dear God! 

      Another one had popped up overnight. 

      A gray hair.

      Her heart sank as she reached for the tweezers. Why did they always appear right up front and center? “Come here, you son of a …”
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      Damien Young sat perfectly still as his good friend, Clark Ward, finished his phone call. Clark drummed his fingers restlessly on the top of his large mahogany desk. He was clearly talking to his wife, Grace, based on the snippets Damien had heard—the ‘yes, buts’ and ‘that’s not what I meants.’ The two men had been in the Marines together right from day one of boot camp through four tours in Afghanistan. They both retired to Aspen, Colorado, the same month—Clark because Grace’s family lived there, and Damien because he’d at least know one person in town. While Damien had joined a security firm, Clark had become a start-up consultant, matching up entrepreneurs with venture capitalists (who he met through Grace’s family connections). Today’s visit wasn’t a social call.

      It was going to be bad news. Clark’s expression when Damien had poked his head into the open door of the office was all-too familiar. His eyes were the giveaway—the deer-in-the-headlights expression that quickly morphed into an easy smile. After serving alongside a guy in combat zones for years, you got to know his bad news face. 

      So now, Damien waited, his back ramrod-straight, refusing to fidget. He allowed the tiniest flex of the muscles in his hands, but other than that, remained stoic, even though his mind was already hard at work on how to pivot. He’d be damned if he was going to spend the rest of his life in the security field, babysitting celebrities and spoiled rich kids on vacation in Aspen. He wanted to help people. Really help them in life-changing ways. All he needed was a chance—one person to believe in his vision and help him see it through.

      “Okay … yes. Don’t worry, I’ll be there on time.” Pause. “I will.” Pause. “I know that. I won’t—” Pause. “Yup. Love you too.”

      Clark hung up the phone and huffed in exhaustion. “Grace is all wound up about this charity auction thing tonight. Something about saving the beavers or children’s literacy. At this point, I honestly don’t know what we’re doing. I just put on a monkey suit and show up. Wives, am I right?”

      Damien nodded, even though he’d never been married and didn’t plan on changing that any time soon. “You’re right. So? How’d it go?”

      Clark shook his head. “I’m sorry, man. We struck out on all fronts. It’s a lot of money, and these guys need to see someone with more experience.”

      Shit. “Gotcha. More experience.” How the hell was a guy supposed to get that if no one gave him a chance?

      “Sucks, I know. Especially because your business plan is so solid. All the investors said the same thing—brilliant plan, perfect location, but just too risky,” Clark said. “They just can’t see past the fact that you don’t have an MBA. If you were already running your own business, it would be different. Or even if you were already doing motivational speaking, life coaching, or self-defense classes. Something related. But it’s a big leap from providing security to running your own resilience and self-defense boot camp.”

      “Luxury retreat, not boot camp.” Damien reached out and plucked one of his investment packages off Clark’s desk, thumbing through it again. What else could he have included to convince one of the venture capitalists to fund his dream? It was practically useless. He wasn’t going to convince one of these MBA-types that his plan held water.

      He took a breath and let it go again, refusing to let it get under his skin. This was only a minor setback, not the end of the road. 

      Damien was a fighter, and he would find a way to get the money, and one day, he would open the doors of the Aspen Lake Lodge, and the people would come. They’d pay him a lot of money to learn what he would teach about survival and health. They’d come to get well, both physically and mentally. And Damien would happily spend his entire life living his purpose. 

      “I don’t want you to get discouraged, okay? I know for a fact that, one day, you’re going to run one of the finest retreats in the entire country. You’re going to take discouraged, out-of-shape, mentally-weak rich people and turn them into successful survival gods.”

      “Or goddesses,” Damien said with a hint of a smile. 

      “Those too. We’re just going to have to go back to the drawing board on how to get the money.”

      “Not back to the drawing board. Never back. Always forward. This path didn’t pan out, so I pivot and keep going.”

      “And that’s exactly the kind of attitude that is going to get you where you’re going.”

      “Precisely.”

      “I had some thoughts. First, maybe we revisit the idea of Grace’s family—”

      “Nope. Next.”

      “Seriously, dude. Consider it for just a second.”

      “I’m not borrowing money from a friend. End of discussion.”

      “Yeah, I get that. In principle, it’s a smart rule to live by, but the Rothbys wouldn’t even notice it was gone.”

      “I’d notice.”

      Clark put both hands up. “Hear me out. Last month, her mother flew to Paris for some sort of white caviar facial thing. Only instead of just her face, she had her entire body done. Between the private jet, her stay at the Ritz, and the spa, she must have forked over close to a hundred G’s. And news flash: she doesn’t look any younger.”

      “Next idea, please.”

      Grunting, Clark said, “You make videos on YouTube and TikTok giving life advice. There are lots of people out there doing this sort of thing, but with your background? You’re a hell of a lot more qualified than most to talk about staying mentally strong in the worst circumstances.” Clark glanced down at his desk, and Damien could tell he was flashing back to one of their more horrific moments. A cloud seemed to cross over his friend’s face, but as quickly as it came, it left. “Anyway, you make as many videos as you can as fast as you can. If you get enough subscribers, you’ll start bringing in some ad revenue while at the same time positioning yourself as an expert. Do that long enough, and we’ll find someone with deep pockets who wants to fund this. Either that, or we crowdsource.”

      Damien nodded, even though the last thing he wanted to do was start making videos telling people to ‘do him a favor and like and subscribe.’ He couldn’t imagine anything worse. Well, except maybe working in security for the rest of his life. “Thanks, Clark. I’ll deep dive into it and see what I can come up with.”

      Offering him a grin, Clark said, “And pro tip. If you do start making videos, try to look at least a little bit handsome if you can. I know that’ll be a bit of a stretch, but maybe with the right lighting or … really, really dim lighting?” Clark clicked his teeth as if to say it was a long shot. 

      Damien chuckled at his friend. “Hey, I do all right as far as the ladies go.”

      Wrinkling up his nose, Clark said, “Then why are you thirty-eight and still single?”

      Standing, Damien rolled his eyes. “That’s purely by design. If I wanted to be married, I would be.”

      “You should find a nice girl and settle down,” Clark told him, standing and walking around his desk to see him out. 

      “After seeing how fun it is for you, I’ll be sure to get right on that.” Right after scheduling my next root canal.
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        * * *

      

      “How are things, Gordon?” Courtney asked as the sound tech miked her.

      “Not bad. I’m working on a book about historic Beverly Hills mansions. I’m hoping it does well so I can finally get off this fucking junket.” He arranged his cue cards while he spoke. “Like, seriously, coming all the way to Aspen for six interviews? There are much better uses of my time—no offense. You’re the only bright spot in my day.”

      Courtney smiled graciously. “Oh, thank you. You’re certainly not the first person I’ve heard complain about being here.” Dawn rushed in and adjusted the collar on Courtney’s dress when the tech finished. “Thanks, Dawn.”

      Courtney turned to Gordon. “Anyway, let me know when your book comes out. I’d love to read it, and I’d be happy to share it on Instagram.” 

      He looked up at her from his notes, surprise lining his face. “Thank you, Courtney. You’re one of the good ones.”

      “Thanks, Gordon. That means a lot.”

      She drew a deep breath and smoothed out the skirt of her dress, a small ritual that helped her relax. She had no real reason to be nervous. Gordon always did softball interviews, in spite of his surly mood this morning. The next fifteen minutes would be like chatting with an old friend. He’d ask her questions that would make her look good, they’d talk about the movie, then they’d do air kisses, and that would be that.

      Gordon took a sip of water. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

      “Yes, let’s. I’m in a hurry today. As soon as I finish tonight, I’m leaving to go meet Brock on set.” 

      “Really?” Gordon looked perplexed for a moment, then a glimmer of hope replaced his confusion. “So you’re still going to the Bahamas after what happened yesterday?” 

      Nooo! Why had she brought that up? “Of course I’m going. You and I both know things aren’t always what they seem.” 

      “Well, in this case, it looks pretty hard to explain away.” 

      Courtney gave him an easy laugh. “Let me try. Tiffany has been struggling with a particularly difficult scene they’ve been shooting. Brock offered to talk her through it.” 

      “So you don’t have a problem with them sharing an intimate dinner?” 

      “Not intimate. Innocent,” she scoffed. “She’s like a little sister to him. He’s been kind enough to let her benefit from his experience, and things are getting twisted around as they tend to. Honestly.” 

      While she was talking, Courtney could see Gordon’s assistant out of the corner of her eye. She handed Gordon an iPad. 

      “I have a little sister,” Gordon said, looking down at the screen. “This is not how I kiss her.” 

      He turned the tablet to face Courtney, giving her a clear view of her husband, head tilted to the side as he leaned across the small table to kiss Tiffany. Gordon swiped the screen, revealing a shot of Brock’s face buried in that long, youthful neck, their arms wrapped around each other as they stood outside the restaurant. 

      Swipe. Now they were laughing. 

      Swipe. Now they were kissing on the mouth again as they held hands. 

      Swipe. Then he was staring down at her with that look that he used to give Courtney when they first met—the one that said she was the only woman on earth who mattered. The one that melted her heart. 

      The one that crushed it.
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      Courtney reached for the tablet, taking it from Gordon. And there it was, undeniable in its cruelty. Her husband and another woman. 

      Waves of horror and fury and mortification hit her. One after another, the riptide of betrayal pulled her further and further away from everything she ever loved. Everything she ever knew. Because if anyone had asked her, even just moments ago, if her husband loved her, she would’ve bet every penny on yes. She would’ve bet her life on it.

      And she would’ve been wrong. 

      Her hands shook as she held the tablet and stared at Brock’s laughing face. Her husband wrapped around another woman. As she swiped, the photos got worse and worse. More laughter frozen in time, tenderly touching foreheads, and kissing. 

      She swiped over to the last photo. Brock’s hand was under the woman’s skirt while her teeth nipped the skin of his neck. The skin there being pulled tight. Small bruises of what were undeniably fading hickeys dotted the shadow along his neck and jaw. 

      The room started to spin.

      She was going to throw up. 

      This couldn’t be happening. It just couldn’t. But as she scrolled, she realized it was happening. 

      It already did.

      Her heart pounded in her chest, and a cold sweat broke out across her hairline. She had no idea what she was doing with her face. She only knew she wanted to escape from whatever fresh hell she’d been dropped into. The screen was whisked away, and she looked up into Gordon’s face.

      It had changed.

      He looked a little green, too, which meant she must have looked as horrified as she felt. Courtney stared at him, her gaze unfocused, then sharpened into tunnel vision on Gordon’s mouth. He whispered ‘sorry’ to her. 

      How could Brock do this to her? And so publicly.

      He would’ve known this not only would hurt her as his wife, it would destroy her as an actor—being publicly cast aside, just as everyone was whispering about her being too old for the Elektra role. Just as the whole damn world was plastering pictures of her “aging” face all over the internet, he makes headlines by fucking around with someone barely legal. 

      No one would ever cast her again. Brock was ruining her.

      Courtney stared up at Gordon, silently begging him to save her from this awful moment. He shook his head—not in a “no,” but in a “user error” sort of way.

      He didn’t know what to do, either. 

      Courtney squared her shoulders and clung to the script. Deny, deny, deny. She plastered a smile on her face, though she doubted it reached her eyes. Or even cheekbones. Robotically, she spewed out the bullshit she always did when Brock screwed something up. “It’s all part of the process …”
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        * * *

      

      Damien wiped his brow with his forearm to stop the sweat from getting past his eyebrows. He was out on the back deck of his cabin, working his punching bag to get out the frustration of hearing such a definite no. He jabbed at the bag a few more times, but the worst of his anger had drained from his body already. And now that his anger was gone, it was time to recharge with a long jog around Cobalt Lake. 

      Even though it had been over two years since he left the Marines, he was still a staunch believer in keeping his body combat-ready. To Damien, becoming lazy or weak would be worse than death. He let his breath slow as he removed his boxing gloves, then took a long drink of water. As he stretched his muscular arms, he watched a golden eagle soar over the lake, looking to make an afternoon feast out of a trout. 

      He loved it here at his home, fifteen miles outside Aspen. He still found it hard to believe that this tranquil corner of the world belonged to him. Twenty acres surrounded by a thick forest on three sides, and a lake so clean you could see the bottom to the west. His cabin sat on the edge of the lake, offering him breathtaking sunsets every night. 

      This would be the perfect location for his ranch. He’d build five cabins and a large communal facility for practicing self-defense, therapeutic courses, a common room, kitchen and dining area, etc. Each client would stay for a month minimum and have a cabin to themselves. He’d hire a chef to prepare the best, most nutritious foods to fuel their transformations. No booze, no drugs, no cell phones or computers. No social media. Just good, hard exercise for the body and mind every day. 

      By the time his clients left, they’d be prepared for whatever was going to come their way in life. They’d be starting over with a new mindset—one that would serve them well no matter what happened. But first, he needed the dollars to make it happen. 

      Damien retied the laces on his trainers, then looked over at his orange tabby cat, Tripp, who was dozing in a patch of sun on the grass. Tripp was a stray that had appeared at his door a year ago. Damien had reluctantly started feeding him. Then, as winter closed in, he and Tripp seemed to both come to the conclusion that the cat would need to come inside to get out of the cold. Now the animal followed him everywhere, even on his run. The cat stood and stretched, preparing himself for their journey. 

      “You ready, boy?” Damien asked, still a little shocked at himself for talking to a mangy cat.

      His cell phone vibrated on the patio table. It was Gary, his boss.

      
        
          
            
              
        A last-minute job just came in. I need you ready to go by six. Yes, it is one of the film fest celebs. And no, I can’t find anyone else, so you’re on deck.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shit. He was every bit as trapped here as he was in the Marines. Only the pay was a hell of a lot better, and instead of fatigues, he wore Armani suits. Damien preferred the fatigues. They came with fewer headaches and a lot more excitement.

      
        
          
            
              
        Who and where?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Courtney Bennett. The Alpine Grand. Contact is her manager, Yolanda. 212-555-1474. 

      

      

      

      

      

      An hour later, Damien flopped down onto the lawn while Tripp made a bee-line for his water dish. Damien laid on the grass listening to the sound of the leaves rustling in the trees until Tripp returned. The cat plopped down and rolled onto his back to rub his furry head against the cool grass.

      Damien sighed. He needed to eat something, shower, and get ready for work—a thought that brought him no pleasure, even if tonight’s charge was one of the most beautiful women alive. Not that it mattered how beautiful she was. She was married, and even if she weren’t, it’s not like a woman like her would notice a guy like him. He was the help—a glorified driver with a Glock, there in case a crazed fan, or maybe a stalker, upped the evening’s excitement level. Chances of that were next to nil, though. Tonight would be a boring night, just like the rest since he got the job, and when he finally crawled into bed, he’d do it knowing he still had his future to figure out.
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck just happened?” Courtney whisper-yelled as soon as the door to her suite closed behind her. 

      She looked down at her hands and saw that they were shaking. Tears threatened to spill, but she fanned them away, willing herself not to get emotional. She had made it through the first three interviews, each one of the reporters trying to get a reaction to Brock’s infidelity, each time Courtney finding it harder to hide her devastation. 

      Dawn handed her a bottle of water with the top removed, then shrank into the background.

      Yolanda gave her a confident nod. “You’re doing great. Fabulous, in fact. You’ve got four more interviews, then the premiere, then you’re free and clear.” 

      “What are you talking about? I’m not doing great. This is a disaster! Gordon got the footage of me being completely blindsided.” Courtney’s voice rose. “By now, I’m pretty sure it’s trending on every social media platform out there. Hashtag Brock caught cheating on Courtney.” 

      “It’s honestly not as bad as you think. I promise.” Courtney leveled Yolanda with a glare until her agent finally nodded. “Okay, it’s bad, but don’t worry. The team in L.A. is already on damage control. We’ll bury this thing by the end of the week.”

      Courtney clung to hope, knowing how well HGA had buried scandals in the past. Maybe if they played it right, they could weather this storm. They might be able to save their marriage. It would take an incredible amount of work, but maybe it could be done. And she could have her career. Her reputation. They might be able to fix this.

      As long as she clung to hope, fleeting as it seemed. 

      Courtney flopped onto the couch and closed her eyes. “I need a few minutes alone, okay?”

      Yolanda leaned over her and put her hand on her shoulder. “Are you sure, Courtney? Maybe Dawn could run downstairs and get you a smoothie or some green tea while I give you a nice neck rub.”

      Courtney shook her head, staring out the window. “No, thank you. I need to be alone so I can call my husband.” 

      “All right. We’ll be back in about twenty minutes to help you get ready for the next set of interviews.” Yolanda urgently waved Dawn toward the door, and the two exited. 

      The silence that had been so welcome a few hours ago now threatened to swallow Courtney up. The blue sky and the mountains outside the window mocked her. At one time, she would have considered her relationship with her husband that solid, but if she were honest with herself, it had begun crumbling years earlier.

      The beginning had been good. Very good. They met on the set of Made in Heaven, the first film in which she had a leading role. After a few weeks of shooting sex scenes and romantic dinners, they started having real ones. Everyone had been thrilled—her manager at the time started releasing carefully staged photos of them together; the studio benefited enormously as they do when they are given millions of dollars in free publicity. But no one was happier about it than Courtney herself. Her prince had finally come along, and she was going to get her own happily-ever-after. Her own Hollywood ending. 

      They married a week before the film released, and the media went nuts. They dubbed it ‘the marriage made in Heaven.’ 

      Before meeting Brock, she had played a part in a spring break film, Party Girls, and then had co-starred in three seasons of a sitcom, The Valley Girls, a spin-off of the movie. The show had just been canceled when Brock took notice of her, and having him fall in love with her propelled her to the top of the A-list.

      She had been over the moon with the fact that such a commanding, put-together man like him would want her. He told her he would make her a star, that she deserved it, and that together, they would become Hollywood royalty. And they had. Her career and love life both fell into place at exactly the same time, and it was all because of him. She had agreed to move over to his publicity team, all of whom gushed over her, treating her like she was the most important person on the planet. She’d fallen hard for Brock, and she’d fallen for all the promises he made without knowing the price.

      Courtney stared at her phone for a full minute, working up the courage to pick it up off the coffee table.

      Twelve years of marriage were about to turn to dust, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. Sure, their relationship was far from perfect. At times, he was downright neglectful. On a handful of occasions, she had seen a much darker side of him, a side the world would never believe existed. She had thought about leaving him over the years, but just when she was ready to give up, he would seem to come back to her and shine his light on her again. And she would forgive him and bask in the warmth of Brock’s glow, telling herself it had been worth the darkness and hoping it would last.

      This time was different. She had felt him pulling away from her for the past four months since he started filming Pirate Cove Three. Courtney had tried to brush it off as simply a matter of how difficult it was to have such incompatible schedules, but deep down, she feared it was something more. 

      Now she had to decide how she was going to handle it. She needed to at least try to salvage things. This was her marriage, after all. And everyone knew someone who had been cheated on. With therapy, with time, they could fix this. She had to believe that. 

      She dialed his number and waited. 

      “Hey, Court,” he answered. 

      “Hi.” Courtney’s words got caught in her throat at hearing his voice. 

      “You’re going to have to speak up. It’s a little loud here. We’re on the ship about to shoot.” 

      “I saw the pictures, Brock.” She managed to get the words out. 

      “What?” he yelled. 

      “I saw the pictures, Brock.” She used her stage voice so he would hear her. 

      “Oh, shit. Give me a sec.” 

      She could hear his voice, now muffled, then a long pause. A cold sweat broke out above her upper lip. She dabbed at it while she waited. ‘Oh, shit. Give me a sec?’ Was this the sound that a marriage made when it ended? A casual ‘oh shit?’ 

      When he spoke again, there was silence in the background. “Court, listen, I didn’t want you to find out like this. I was going to tell you in person when you got here.” 

      “Where are you right now?” she asked, her mind choosing to protect her for an extra few seconds by asking something completely irrelevant. 

      “What?” Brock sounded confused. “I went down into the ship’s galley. I can’t talk long. The entire crew is waiting.”

      Courtney sat, numb and silent. So many thoughts invaded her mind, each one competing for top billing in her mouth, but she was incapable of turning any of them into an actual sentence.

      “Babe? Did you hear what I said?” 

      “So, it’s real this time. You and what’s-her-name are …” She couldn’t bring herself to say the words. 

      Brock sighed loudly. “Yes. We are.” He paused, but Courtney waited him out. “I never meant for it to happen. It just … did. She’s so … well, with her … I’m so happy.” 

      “Happy?” Courtney whispered. “You weren’t happy with me?” 

      “I was. For the first few years especially, but you and I both know things haven’t been good for a long time. It’s over. I’m sorry.”

      A sob escaped Courtney’s throat. What was he saying? She couldn’t register anything. “It’s just because we’re spending too much time apart. If we—” Courtney could feel her hand losing grip on the phone. It was clammy and wet, and she had to tighten her fingers around it to keep it from falling. Her mind raced, searching for something to say that would make him change his mind, but nothing came. No reason. No memory. No private joke that would remind him of what they once were. 

      “With Tiffany, I’m just so alive.” A loud knocking stopped him from going on. “Be right out!” he shouted. “Part of you had to know this was coming, right?”

      “Not really.”

      “If you’re honest with yourself, you’ll realize you weren’t happy, either. I don’t know if it was just that we weren’t a good fit or if it’s something you’ve been going through. It’s like … aging in Hollywood hasn’t brought out the best in you, and let’s be honest, it’s only going to get worse from here.” 

      Courtney’s mouth hung open. Was he actually blaming this on her? “It was one offer. I turned it down.” 

      “What? Oh, the Universal thing. No, it’s not just that.” There was another knock at the door. “Listen, that’s time, Court. I have to get back on deck. I hope you’ll find happiness like I have.” 

      “Brock—wait!” But he was gone.

      And just like that, her mountain crashed down around her, threatening to suffocate her under the rubble. Everything they had together—the history, the secrets, having someone who understood the pressure and loneliness at the top—it had all been ripped from her in a two-minute conversation. The earth had opened up, and she was falling into a deep, dark, never-ending void.

      Courtney stared at her phone as notifications went off. 

      Texts from friends and acquaintances checking in, offering support, and asking for confirmation on the rumor. Asking for guidance on “how to play this.” As if her marriage, her life, was one giant chess board. One after another. Texts, DMs, emails. Within minutes, or maybe it was hours, the voicemail icon had a little twelve above it.

      It was too much. It was all too much. She opened her settings and was just about to put the phone on airplane mode when a devastating thought struck her. She gnawed on her bottom lip. Divorce was coming. And it would be nasty. And expensive. 

      Panic gripped her, turning grief into bone-chilling fear. Brock wasn’t just her husband; he held the keys to her contracts. He set her up with virtually every connection she had; practically every contract she signed has his name on it, too. 

      He controlled her career, her money, her future. There was no one in Hollywood with the kind of star power Brock held and he would wield it like Excalibur. Tears poured out of her eyes so quickly, they formed rivers down her cheeks, taking her mascara with them. Somehow, she ended up on the floor with her knees curled up to her chest. She needed to let herself fall apart before she could put herself together again. She called Yolanda. 

      Ten minutes later, a clatter of heels rushed down the hall, through the doors, and toward her.

      “Oh, honey,” Yolanda said. And with those two small words, Courtney let herself fall to pieces.
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      “We need to get her calmed down,” Yolanda whispered, urgently gesturing to Dawn. “Go get the bag.”

      Courtney’s throat burned, and she was sure she must look like a raccoon by now. Her eyes followed Dawn’s legs as she scurried to the closet, returning with a black carry-on. She set it on the coffee table and Yolanda dug through it. “Which ones did Dr. Jeffrey say were to calm her?”

      Dawn mumbled, causing Courtney to bark out an insane laugh. 

      Yolanda tapped her lip with a finger. “Red means stop, green means go, yellow is to slow?”

      “Umm, I think it was yellow is too slow,” Dawn muttered.

      “That’s what I said,” Yolanda snapped. “Go get her water.” She took out two yellow pills and crouched in front of Courtney. “Honey, I want you to take these, okay? They’re going to help get you through the afternoon.”

      Courtney looked up at her and laughed again. “It’s all so absurd. You’re giving me pills from a baggie … from a doctor who goes by Jeffrey.”

      Yolanda opened Courtney’s fingers and put two pills in her palm, then handed her a bottle of cold water. “Come on. You just have to get through this afternoon, then we can get you out of here.”

      She turned to Dawn. “Go tell them we’re running about twenty minutes behind.”

      Dawn disappeared.

      “Take them. They’ll make you feel better.”

      Courtney popped the tiny yellow pills into her mouth and sucked back a long gulp of water. A moment later, Yolanda sat in front of her on her knees with a makeup case and wipes. She started gently dabbing Courtney’s cheeks. “It’s okay, honey. We’ll get you all cleaned up. You’re going to be absolutely stunning when I’m done with you.”

      Courtney’s bottom lip quivered, and she could feel the tears coming on again. “I can’t. I’m sorry, Yo. I can’t do this. It’s real this time. It’s just too humiliating. He’s leaving me for that s-slut.” Sobs shook her entire body as she collapsed again, giving in to the pain. She felt Yolanda seat herself next to her on the floor, then a comforting arm wrapped around her. She dropped her head onto Yolanda’s shoulder and let it all go.

      Somewhere in her mind, she could hear Dawn again. Then a drink in a tumbler was held to her lips. The liquid burned on the way down, but she sucked it back, anyway. Anything to rid her of the pain that seared through her. She continued to cry until she felt herself detach from the room. Now she was floating above it, feeling nothing. She laughed. “Slutty slut …” she heard her voice say.
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        * * *

      

      Courtney woke to a drilling sensation in her skull. She moaned as she opened her eyes and was assaulted by the bright sunlight streaming in through the window. Wait a minute. That was not the window in her hotel suite. This one was smaller. And had a sleeping man sitting under it in a chair. Oh, my God! Who is that? Where am I? I’ve been kidnapped.

      She made a squeaking noise, then quickly covered her mouth, terrified of waking him. Oh, shit! I woke him.

      “Please don’t hurt me! I have herpes! And I can pay you. Anything you want, if you’ll just let me go!”

      “Herpes?” The man held his hands up and shook his head. “No, no, no, relax. I’m your temporary bodyguard. Yolanda hired me.”

      “Yolanda! Dawn! There’s a strange man in here!” Courtney called, her voice coming out strangled.

      “They’re back at the hotel, Ms. Bennett. My name is Damien Young. Drew wasn’t available, so Mr. Tyrrell sent me to retrieve you. You’re at my house.”

      Drew was her normal bodyguard with the service, and what this man—Damien, was it?—was saying made sense. Slowly, everything felt like pieces falling into place, one by one, and the picture became clear.

      Her hand pressed against her chest, as if she could still her thundering heart by sheer will.

      “Where’s Yolanda?”

      He didn’t answer her directly. “Do you remember anything about me sneaking you out of the hotel yesterday?”

      Courtney shook her head, then flashes of the day before started to come back to her. The video. The phone call. The crying. The pills. Yolanda and The Rock talking about her like she wasn’t even there, except The Rock had thick, dark hair that was cut to look like he was starring in a movie about the Marines. Her laughing at the idea that she was going to stay at The Rock’s house and telling him how Brock was secretly jealous of him. Then rhyming Rock and Brock over and over. Suddenly, the pieces fell into place. “Oh, you’re The Rock.”

      The man furrowed his brow again. “No, I’m Damien Young. You seem very confused. Maybe you should call your manager so she can help you sort out the details.” He pointed to her cell phone, laying on the night table.

      “She’s my agent.” She swiped her phone off the table, keeping an eye on him.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Doesn’t matter.”

      “Okay. I’ll give you your privacy.” Damien stood and went to the door. “Can I get you anything? Coffee or some breakfast, maybe?”

      With how nauseated she felt, there was no way she was going to risk puking.

      Not-The-Rock was already giving her judgmental vibes, and she didn’t need to give him any more fuel. “No thanks. I think I’d just like some privacy.”

      He nodded and exited, pulling the door closed behind him. “I’ll leave a plate in case you change your mind.”

      “Thanks,” she mumbled, grateful when the door clicked shut.

      She reached for her phone, dialing Yo. After a few rings, the phone clicked on. “Yolanda Cross.”

      “What the hell is going on?” Courtney spat into the phone.

      “Oh, Courtney, thank God. How are you feeling?”

      “How am I? Not so good, Yo! I just woke up in some random man’s bed!” she hissed. “This is not exactly how I like to start my day. How did I get here?”

      “All right, take a deep breath. There was a little mix-up. We shouldn’t have given you two of the yellow ones.”

      “I told you we shouldn’t listen to a doctor who goes by his first name! The guy is an idiot,” Courtney clipped. “What happened after I passed out?”

      “Paul called Mr. Tyrrell for help. We needed to get you out of the hotel without anyone seeing. We especially couldn’t have anyone find out what state you were in. It would look like you OD’d or you have a drug problem, and that’s the last thing you need right now. Mr. Tyrrell sent his best bodyguard to get you out of here, and it’s a damn good thing he did. There are friggin’ reporters everywhere. We can’t even open the curtains this morning. There are helicopters flying over. Helicopters, Courtney. It’s insanity. I’ve never seen anything like it. Never.”

      “Oh, God.” Courtney’s shoulders dropped. “This is the worst—” Her voice broke, but she cleared her throat. “This is the worst moment of my entire life, and you just let some random man take me to God knows where? Where am I, anyway? Why didn’t you come with me? Or at least send Dawn? How could you let me be alone right now?”

      “We knew if we tried to go with you, they would follow us, and there would be no escape for you. Damien got you out completely unnoticed. He’s a bit of a magician, frankly,” Yolanda said. “A gorgeous, muscle-bound, gun-toting magician.”

      “Are you seriously saying this right now? Do you think I care what he looks like? My husband just left me for some young bimbo, and I found out while being recorded on national television!”

       “Sorry, I’m not even making sense anymore. I haven’t gone to bed yet. We’ve been up all night trying to get ahead of this thing. Maybe just because I hoped it would be a bit of a silver lining? I mean, it could be worse, right? If he was super gross?”

      “I’m hanging up now.”

      “I did it again, didn’t I?” Yolanda said. 

      Courtney sighed. “All right. Whatever. I know you’re just trying to help. I shouldn’t yell at you.”

      “No, you should. I really screwed up with the pills. That made things so much worse than they had to be.”

      “Yeah, you did, but I know you’ll fix it.”

      “I will. I’m going to try to figure out a plan to get you out of Aspen. But we have to stay away from you until you’re safely out of town. There’s no way we’ll be able to ditch the press. We’re literally surrounded.”

      “Maybe I can get this guy to help me get a car and I could drive home?”

      “I don’t think you should go home right now. They’ll be camped out there for weeks, too.”

      Courtney’s throat constricted. She ached to be at home in her safe, warm bed. She wanted everything to be how it was two days ago. It wasn’t perfect, but it was infinitely better than this. If only she could call Brock. He would know what to do. He was so smart about everything, which was one reason she’d hitched her star to his wagon in the first place. It was also why she’d let him make every major decision for her for over a decade. But she couldn’t count on his guidance anymore. And she didn’t want to. Not after what he’d done. He didn’t want her anymore. She was old news. Literally. The reality crashed over her.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she whispered.

      “Don’t worry about anything, Courtney. Just rest, okay? We’ll take care of everything. I promise. Give me a few hours, and I’ll have the perfect plan.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’ll call you in a while. Keep your phone handy.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Courtney emerged from the bedroom, having had a huge cry and then gotten herself washed up and dressed. Her stomach growled loudly, forcing her to make her way to the kitchen.

      The place had a definite cabin-vibe, with pine cupboards and large windows that looked out to a picturesque view of a lake with the mountains in the distance behind it. An empty coffee mug sat next to the carafe on the counter, along with a carton of creamer and a sugar bowl. On the farmhouse table, a place setting had been laid out, including a plate of fresh fruit, eggs, bacon, and toast, presumably all for her. She looked around, but there was no sign of her host.

      She heard a sound coming from outside and peered out the window. There he was on the deck, pounding on a heavy bag. He had on a white tank top, displaying that considerable muscle Yolanda had been drooling over. He sported tattoos on his upper arms and a group of round, white scars on his shoulder. His upper body was a flurry of movement, delivering vicious blows to the bag so quickly, his boxing gloves were a black blur. Courtney wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or terrified. She looked back at the food and decided to go with impressed. He was thoughtful, at least. 

      Despite her hunger, once she picked up her fork, a wave of nausea hit her, brought on by a flash of her phone call with Brock. He may feel more alive than ever, but she wanted to die. She was here—wherever this was—hiding from the press while he was off in the Bahamas, falling in love.

      Yolanda always said there was no such thing as bad publicity. Maybe he was hoping being seen with a young starlet on his arm would give his career a boost—emphasizing that he was still leading man material, while his soon-to-be ex-wife was now more fit for mom roles.

      At least, that’s what her agent had hinted at. 

      The reality of her future hit her again, causing her to push away her plate. She got up and poured herself a coffee, leaving it black, as that insidious voice inside her brain reminded her that dairy and sugar caused breakouts and early aging. 

      Feeling suddenly claustrophobic, she went outside. She opened the door quietly and walked out onto the deck, then leaned against the railing and stared out, trying to get a sense of where she was. The immediate view was of a crystal-clear blue lake shimmering in the morning sun. Beyond that was a forest of pine and maple and oak in a full display of lush greens in every shade imaginable. Tall, jagged mountains stood as the timeless backdrop. There were no other houses or cabins that she could see as she made her way around the porch that wrapped around the outside of the house. A narrow gravel road leading directly to the cabin disappeared into the trees, making its final destination impossible to see and giving no clue about where she was in relation to Aspen.

      She should feel scared out here with a total stranger. If she screamed, no one would hear her. But somehow that thought wasn’t awful. Somehow, instinctively, Courtney knew she could trust Damien. So maybe being somewhere completely private was exactly what she needed today. Maybe she could scream, and for once, no one would be there to report it to the world.

      A scrawny cat stood up when she turned the corner of the porch leading to the outdoor home gym. The animal trotted over to her with lively steps. Damien stopped beating on the punching bag and glanced at the cat, then at Courtney. 

      “Did you find your breakfast?” 

      “I did. Thank you. That was very kind of you.” Courtney smiled. “I thought I’d start with some coffee.” 

      “No need to thank me. I was making some for myself, anyway.”

      Courtney took a sip of her coffee and propped herself on the deck railing. The cat wrapped his body around her leg, purring. Damien glanced at him. “His name is Tripp. He’s a stray that decided to stick around.” His voice softened a little.

      “I love cats.” She crouched down to pet Tripp. “Hello there.” She scratched the spot behind his ears, the animal responding by rubbing his head back and forth over her knee. 

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Damien take off his boxing gloves and pick up a water bottle. He took a long pull of the water. “Did you speak to your agent yet?” 

      “Yes. She gave me a rundown of what happened, but I have a feeling I’m missing a lot of the story.” 

      “I’m sure you are.” He plucked a towel off a weight bench and swiped it across his face. “Did she say where I should take you?” 

      “No, she’s still working on a plan. Sorry. I’m sure you’ll want me out of your hair.” 

      He shrugged. “You can stay as long as you need to. But you need to know that I won’t tolerate drug use.”

      Courtney narrowed her eyes. “I’m not a drug addict, in spite of the state I was in when you met me.” 

      He stared at her, his gaze boring through her to her soul. After a second, he said, “You sure about that? Because if you are taking stuff, I’ll know.”

      “I’m sure. I don’t even know what they gave me yesterday. Something I’ve never seen before.” She reached up and rubbed her aching forehead a little. “Whatever it was, it was definitely a one and done thing for me.”

      “I hope so. I’ve never seen one person who was better off taking drugs.”

      “Agreed.”

      His eyes narrowed a little. “Why’d you take them then?”

      “What?” Courtney asked, surprised by the boldness of his question. She wasn’t used to anyone calling her on her actions.

      He slowed his words. “Why’d you take the drugs if you knew they weren’t going to fix anything?”

      Her cheeks heated with shame. She opened her mouth, then closed it again. Finally, she said, “I don’t know. I was falling apart, and I guess I just trusted that Yolanda knew what was best for me.”

       “Are you in the habit of letting other people make your decisions for you?”

      Who did this guy think he was? Seriously. “Of course not.” 

      “You sure about that?”

      She lifted her chin. “You know what I’m sure of? That it’s none of your business. As far as I know, you’re being paid to guard me, not lecture me.”

      Giving her a half smile, he said, “Spoken like someone who’s hellbent on avoiding the question at hand.”

      Folding her arms, Courtney glared at him. “I don’t need this, especially not from a virtual stranger. You don’t know the first thing about me or my life, which as of yesterday, became a living hell.”

      Damien scoffed. “And I’d say you don’t know the first thing about what a living hell would actually be like, Princess.” 

      He gave her a nod, then jogged down the steps and started for the path, the cat following at his heels. Courtney stood, her fists balled up at her sides. Princess? How dare he? Of all the pigheaded—

      To his retreating back, Courtney shouted, “Hey, you! Don’t ever call me Princess again!”

      Damien stopped and turned, then jogged back to her. He took the steps two at a time until he stood within an inch of her, his massive frame blocking out the sun. Courtney could feel the heat of his body as he towered over her. “If you don’t want to be called Princess, you should stop acting like one.”

      “You’re a pretty lousy bodyguard if you’re actually leaving me alone right now!”

      “No one can get in or out of here without me knowing. Not even you. Even if I’m not here. Now, I’m not going to babysit you, Ms. Bennett, even if you like to be babied.” 

      He turned and took off on his jog. Within a few seconds, he was gone, leaving Courtney alone, her heart pounding with fury and her mind racing to catch up with what had just happened. She hated that she had called him a lousy bodyguard. It wasn’t like her to speak to anyone like that, let alone someone she’d just met. But on the other hand, he had no business lecturing her either.

      Half an hour later, she was back inside and rage-cleaning the dishes. When the last of the dishes was loaded into the dishwasher, she sprayed down the appliance fronts and counters, wiping everything from left to right, top to bottom. 

      Keeping her hands busy, working physically, always helped her think. And that’s what Courtney needed more than anything. Time to just think.

       She opened the cabinet below the sink, shuffling around until she found some powder abrasive cleaner. Snagging that, Courtney sprinkled it all around the sink, then went back to scrubbing. It was then, while rinsing the foamy bubbles down the sink, revealing the shiny stainless steel beneath, she realized something totally annoying.

      Damien was fucking right.

      She had given away too much control, and because of that, she’d put herself in an incredibly dangerous situation. Both bodily and career-wise. 

      And she owed him an apology.
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      Damien ran, pumping his arms and legs even harder than normal. He was angry, but he didn’t know why. There was something about his new client that rubbed him the wrong way—she was everything that was wrong with the world. A spoiled, shallow, self-absorbed, rich woman. The last thought caused Damien to stop in his tracks. That was just mean. He wasn’t normally mean. He had high standards, but he was never needlessly critical or judgmental.

      He bent down, resting his hands on his knees for a moment while he recovered his breath.

      She rattled him, that was all. She rattled him, and he didn’t like it. His mind wandered back to the night before. Damien had sat up until sunrise watching over her.

      When she seemed too hot, he’d placed a cold cloth on her forehead. When she’d shivered, he’d added an extra blanket. Each time he did something like that, he’d spoken to her quietly, telling her she was going to be okay and that she was safe, hoping that on some level his words were getting through. He worried about her as she lay there on his bed, looking so fragile and beautiful.

      He had taken a few minutes to search for her husband’s name online, managing to find the incriminating photos in under ten seconds. Damien found himself shaking his head in disgust. These ridiculous celebrities invite so much drama into their lives. He hated drama almost as much as he hated people who cheated. But was she innocent in any of this? Maybe she had affairs, too. Or maybe their marriage was a sham. He’d read about how some Hollywood couples were no more than a front, and as hard as that was to imagine, it had to be true in some cases. She obviously must be upset about the divorce. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have been offered the pills to calm her down. But the truth was, Damien didn’t have any insight into why it would hit her so hard. Was it because she was being publicly humiliated by someone she loved or because she was being publicly humiliated by someone whom she was pretending to love? Either way would hurt, but the first one would cut so much deeper.

      But what did he care what type of person she was or why she was upset? It was none of his business. She was just another client. His most important client, at that.

      Yolanda had implied that if Courtney was comfortable enough with him, they might leave her out here for a few weeks, maybe even a couple of months, until the madness died down. They offered him ten grand a week to keep her, which would go pretty damn far as far as his project went.

      It wouldn’t be enough to fund his retreat center, but it might be enough for a down payment. After all, the first banker had told him it would be one thing if he had money of his own to put up. Maybe Courtney would be the answer to his prayers. But the thought of her being the answer to his prayers was somehow terrifying to him. The last thing he wanted to do was rely on someone like her. But why should it matter who it was, so long as he got the money to move forward?

      He started running again, trying to zero in on why his gut had reacted so strongly to the notion. He thought back to what his therapist had taught him. Uncover your thoughts first, feelings next. If he were being honest with himself, he’d admit that when he carried her into the house the night before, he enjoyed it more than he should have. She smelled irresistible. She smelled rich—like expensive cream—and he was shocked and irritated by his body’s reaction.

      It was wholly inappropriate to have such a visceral reaction to his client. Then again, how could he not?

      She was also absolutely gorgeous. Any man would want to sleep with her, so why should he be any different? Besides, it had been at least six months since he’d been with a woman—way too long. He’d been far too busy trying to squeeze in time to get his business off the ground when he wasn’t at his day job. That was all it was. He just had an itch that needed scratching, and his body had mistaken her for an option.

      It didn’t matter, anyway. She was a client, and because of that, he would never act on his feelings for her. And he would never, ever take advantage of a woman as vulnerable as Courtney Bennett was right now. His body could forget all about how damn good she smelled or how perfect she felt in his arms or how good she looked sleeping in his bed.

      Because it was never going to happen.

      She’d probably be leaving later that day, anyway. After him spouting off, she likely called Yolanda to tell her she needed to leave immediately. Yes, that was exactly what she would have done. By the time he got back from his run, she would probably be out on the porch with her suitcase, ready to be driven into town and out of his life for good. 

      He rounded the curve at the far end of the lake, his mind racing as fast as his feet. Her face popped into his mind. That hurt expression just before he’d turned to leave. Damien’s chest tightened with guilt.

      He was supposed to protect her, not hurt her. She was delicate and vulnerable, and yes, she was feeling sorry for herself, but could he blame her? Her situation was pretty shitty. And yet, he’d gotten all high and mighty when she was at her lowest. And he was going to have to do something he hated. 

      He was going to have to apologize.
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        * * *

      

      Courtney had just finished wiping down the cupboard doors when Damien returned. She glanced at him but said nothing. Her eyes were red and puffy. She’d started crying when he left, hating to be so alone in her misery. Hurt by his words, which somehow compounded onto the other hurts in her life. The infidelity. The embarrassment. Her husband’s callousness.

       She’d managed to dry her eyes a few minutes earlier, but she was sure he’d be able to tell. And she hated that this man would know she had been crying.

      She could easily guess that this man must hate weakness, but at the moment, weak was what she was. Life had just kicked her in the teeth and she needed time to recover.

      “Thank you for doing the dishes,” Damien said, filling a glass with water from the tap.

      “You cooked. It’s only fair.” Her voice was devoid of emotion. She wasn’t going to waste the Courtney Bennett charm on this asshole. She walked back toward the sink to rinse out the rag, making a wide turn around him. Dear Lord, he took up a ridiculous amount of space for one human being.

      “I wanted to apologize for earlier. I was too hard on you.” Damien’s voice was sincere and gentle, and when she turned and looked into his deep blue eyes, she felt her rage melting away. He meant it. Here he was, this towering brick wall of a man, apologizing. In her twelve years with Brock, he had never once apologized without her forcing the issue. Not once. And here was a guy whom she didn’t know, realizing on his own that he’d been too hard on her. She stiffened up, not expecting him to be kind. She had been busy steeling herself for his return, preparing for battle, but she hadn’t prepared herself for kindness. “You’re going through a rough time, and it wasn’t fair of me to suggest otherwise.”

      Courtney gave him a little conciliatory smile. “Okay. Thanks. It doesn’t matter, anyway. I need to get out of here.” 

      Damien nodded, but it wasn’t relief she saw in his eyes, as she had expected. It was regret. “Certainly, ma’am, just let me know where, and I can take you.”

      “Yolanda will call soon, then we’ll find out where I’m going.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Courtney started for the table to retrieve her phone, but his voice stopped her. “Ms. Bennett, it’s none of my business, but I think you may want to start making your own decisions rather than trusting your handlers. If you ask me, they haven’t exactly earned it.”

      “Well, I didn’t ask you, and I’d appreciate it if you’d keep your opinion of my handlers to yourself.” Her voice was drenched in sarcasm. “You’re not being paid to give advice.” Cold, but true, she thought. Part of her said it to gain his respect. To show him she was strong. But why the hell she cared what he thought, she had no idea.

      There was that look again. Had her shot actually pierced his armor?

      “If you don’t want my opinion, that’s fine. How about some facts then? They drugged you, mixed it with booze, then let a strange man take you out of a hotel without even asking where I was taking you. They refused to come with you when I suggested it. It seems to me that your career matters more to them than your life.” With those words, he walked out of the room, leaving her shocked for the second time that morning.

      Courtney grabbed her phone off the counter and shoved it in her pocket. She stalked out of the house, letting the door slam behind her, and started down the path, not caring where it led. If Damien’s version of things was accurate, he was right. She shouldn’t trust them. But if she couldn’t trust her team, she literally had no one on earth she could count on.

      “Shit!” she muttered.

      Courtney’s rage carried her around to the far side of the lake. Now sweaty and tired, she plunked herself on a log near the lake shore. She picked up a rock and threw it in the water, listening as it made a satisfying plunking sound. She threw another. Plunk. And two more.

      Her thoughts turned to Damien’s statement about them not caring about her life. What the hell did he know about it, anyway? He met her all of a few hours ago. Yolanda had been with her for twelve years. Courtney dialed her number.

      “You need to get me out of here. I can’t stay with this guy.”

      “Oh, God. All right, Courtney. We’ll get you out of there, but you need to be patient. I’m still working on a plan.” A loud, muffled sound in the background caused Yolanda’s words to get lost.

      Courtney listened for a second. It was a boarding announcement. “Are you at the airport right now? Are you seriously leaving without me?”

      “Calm down, okay? We have no choice. We need to get to L.A. right away.” Yolanda’s tone was that of someone dealing with an overtired toddler, the sound of it somehow managing to turn Courtney into exactly that.

      “Are you kidding right now? You’re going back home? And leaving me with some random asshole?” She paused, then continued before Yolanda could answer the question. “Jesus, don’t make him right about you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “He said you care more about my career than my life. And I’m not so sure he’s wrong.”

      Yolanda lowered her voice. “That is highly insulting and completely false, Courtney.”

      “Oh, really? Then why didn’t you or Dawn come with me?”

      “I already told you. We needed to get started on damage control.”

      “Did you even know if I was all right? What if I needed to go to the hospital?”

      “Of course, I knew you were fine. I called Dr. Jeffrey.” Her voice was defensive.

      “Well, I’m not fine, Yo. I’m stuck in the middle of fucking nowhere, my life is falling apart, and I have no clue what is going on!” Her voice broke. “I need to go home. I just want to be with people who love me.”

      “Courtney, take a breath. Think this through. Coming home would be a mistake. If we don’t play this right, the press is going to turn you into Jennifer Aniston and no matter what you do after this, they’ll just keep playing up the betrayed, bitter ex-wife. We need to be strategic. It’s the only way you’ll be able to get away from this story. What we do right now matters. I need you to calm down so we can figure this out.”

      “I don’t want to figure this out. This isn’t just a PR nightmare, Yolanda! It’s my life. My real life. My husband is leaving me. That’s not a headline. It’s a personal tragedy.”

      “I know this is going to upset you, but I need to go. It’s the final boarding call. I promise to call you as soon as we land, and I promise you I’ll have a plan.”

      “No, don’t go! Please, just come get me.” Courtney could feel herself coming unhinged.

      “I have to go, Courtney. I’ll call you in two hours. Just try to relax until then. Maybe take a hot bath.” The line went dead.

      The sound of a twig snapping startled Courtney, and when she turned, she saw Damien standing nearby. She wiped the tears from the tops of her cheeks. “You followed me?”

      Nodding, he said, “It’s literally my job.”

      His words would have made her smile if she weren’t so upset. “Did you hear any of that?”

      “Only from the part when you called me a random asshole.”

      This time, she cracked a tiny smile. “Well, that’s good, at least. I would have hated for you to hear something insulting.”

      Damien grinned at her for a second, then his smile faded. “You okay? I mean, I know you’re not, but …”

      Courtney shook her head. “They’re just leaving me here. Alone in Colorado.”

      Rubbing the back of his neck, Damien said, “You’re not really alone. You’ve got Tripp here.” He gestured to the cat, who was now rubbing his head on Courtney’s shin. “And you’ve got a random asshole to look after you.”

      She let out a laugh that made her sound half-amused and halfway to insane. “So there’s that.”

      “I’m sorry this happened to you, Ms. Bennett. And I’m sorry that the people you rely on have abandoned you here.” He placed a pair of tennis shoes and some socks at her feet. “I took the liberty of rummaging through your suitcase for these. I figured you didn’t need blisters on top of everything else.”

      Courtney looked down, realizing how sore her flip flop-clad feet were. “Thanks.” She quickly changed into the shoes and picked up her flip flops. 

      He looked down at her for a moment. “Are you up for a little more walking? There’s something I’d like to show you.” He gestured to a path that led into the trees on the other side of the bay.

      She wasn’t sure what to do. Part of her knew going for a walk would help. The other part of her wanted to devolve into chaotic self-pity. And just … chaos in general. Courtney stared into Damien’s eyes. They really were shockingly blue, but their brilliance didn’t hide the cleverness lurking in them. If anyone could keep up with her black humor, and not immediately call a therapist, it’d be him. 

      “Why not? I have a couple of hours to kill.” 

      They started along. A few minutes later, they reached an opening in the trees. The sun shone down on a large bed of moss. On the far side of the clearing was a crystal-clear creek being fed by a waterfall about as wide as Damien’s shoulders. The sunlight bounced off the water droplets, creating a small rainbow. Courtney took a deep breath and watched as Tripp hopped up onto a dry rock and stretched his neck out to have a drink.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “Yeah, it’s a place to remember that there’s still some good in the world,” Damien answered. He crossed to a large boulder next to the creek and sat down.

      Courtney followed him and sat on a smaller rock, then took off her shoes and socks. She rolled up her pant legs and dipped her toes in the water. It was icy, but she found it refreshing. “I grew up in British Columbia. My parents used to take me to a place a lot like this for picnics.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. Life is so simple when you’re a kid.” Courtney let her feet sink into the cool water, now up to her ankles. Her mind wandered back to what Damien had said a few moments earlier. “Do you often need to be reminded that there is good in the world?”

      “Some days. Less than I used to.”

      “This morning, when you said I didn’t have the first clue what a living hell would be like—”

      Damien cringed at the reminder before interrupting her. “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry.”

      She looked over at him with a small smile. “No, you were right. Most people would kill to have my life—the luxury of it, anything you want at the snap of your fingers. It’s too much, really, for one person to have all that. I know I don’t have the first clue what it would be like to experience an atrocity. It might help if I try to think of my situation as more of a bump in the road than a living hell.”

      “I don’t know if it ever helps to tell yourself a situation is unbearable, even when it is.” Damien stared at the waterfall. “You just keep going. Get through it knowing that it’ll all be over soon.”

      “That’s solid advice,” Courtney said. “Although, in my case, it won’t be over soon. The tabloids have a way of reviving a moment like this for years, long after it’s over. Any time they have a slow news day, they’ll dust off this story and put it out so they can keep selling more advertising. It’ll be added to a loop of standbys that they’ll resurrect as long as it continues to be interesting to the public.”

      “Seems to me that your job is to make it less interesting,” he said, causing Courtney to turn to him.

      “That’s actually a really good idea.”

      One of his shoulders rose, and if Courtney wasn’t mistaken, he looked … was that bashful? She continued, “I never would have thought of it that way. Any idea how to do it?”

      “I don’t have the first clue.” He shook his head.

      “Me neither.”

      “Keep thinking on it. It’ll come to you.” Damien gave her a firm nod.

      Courtney smiled a little at his words of encouragement. She couldn’t remember the last time anyone told her to think a problem through for herself. People were always telling her what to do and how to do it. Damien was turning out to be as refreshing as the water.

      Courtney took another step and felt a sudden, sharp pain in her foot, causing her to cry out. “Ow! Son of—!”

      She jerked her foot out of the water, only to see blood dripping into the creek. In a heartbeat, Damien’s hands were on her waist as he lifted her out of the water and placed her down gently onto the boulder. Her breath caught when he picked her up and her cheeks heated as he crouched in front of her and lifted her foot to examine it.

      “Let me take a look. I have a bit of experience with these things.”
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      Damien took hold of her heel and gently lifted her leg. The ball of her foot had a small slice in it. “Nothing we can’t fix, but we’re going to need to get you back to the house.” 

      She stood up, putting all her weight on her other foot as she reached for her shoes. 

      It wasn’t serious, but it certainly wouldn’t be comfortable for her to walk on. He collected her shoes, socks, and flip flops and handed them to her. “You carry these. I’ll carry you.” 

      Courtney took the shoes and shook her head. “No, it’s really far. I can’t let you carry me all that way.” 

      Damien folded his arms and stood with his perfect military-issue posture and a skeptical look. “Oh, sure. Are you planning to hop or crawl?”

      She looked up at the blue sky above, as if hoping it would hold a better option than him carrying her for twenty minutes. When nothing seemed to come to mind, she said, “I could alternate between hopping and crawling.” 

      His lips twitched, but he didn’t let a smile through. “That’s quite dramatic, even for a professional.” 

      “Fine,” she gave in. “But I don’t want to hear you complaining about a sore back later.” He reached under her legs and hoisted her up, cradling her in his arms, instead of opting for a piggyback. He told himself it was only because she’d be more comfortable this way, and he needed to make up for being a dick earlier. Part of him knew it was a lie. The other part didn’t care. “Never. I lift with my legs, not my back.”

      She let an amused grin escape, and that felt more like a win than her actually acquiescing to being carried. Once he started for home, a hint of unease grew in his belly at how she was affecting him. He had never once carried a woman around, certainly not like this. Something about it just felt right in a way nothing had before. But that was insane, and he knew it. Courtney was his client, for God’s sake. He shouldn’t even be thinking of her as a woman. This was just business, and that’s all it ever would be.

      Although, as he walked through the woods, he couldn’t stop the scent of her overtaking the pine that normally filled his nostrils on this path. She smelled like a spring morning just after a night’s rain, and he wanted to breathe her in as he moved.

      Courtney held her body stiff, clearly feeling awkward.

      “You okay with this?” he asked as they reached the clearing in the woods.

      “Oh sure,” she said, sounding almost sarcastic. “This is probably going to become my new preferred way to travel. And to think I’ve been using my own legs to get around my entire life.”

      Damien chuckled. “Like a chump.”

      Courtney laughed, then after a moment, her face grew serious and her voice became quiet. “That’s me. A total chump.”

      He swallowed hard, wishing he had the perfect thing to say. “It’s not your fault. You know that, right? People don’t cheat because there is something wrong with their spouse. They cheat because they have a moral compass that’s broken.”

      Damien could feel Courtney’s body relax a little into his arms, and he liked the feeling more than he should have. She nodded at him. “I get that on a logical level, but somehow it’s hard not to feel like I’m at least somewhat defective.”

      Damien stopped in his tracks and stared at her, shocked that a woman like her would feel that way. “Defective? No. Not at all.” He started walking again. “I’ve known lots of cheaters—guys who decided that what their wives didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them. Guys who were just out there looking for any opportunity. They’re selfish and weak. I don’t know your husband, but I’m 100% confident he’s not worth another minute of your time.” He watched as Courtney turned her head away and looked at the ground in front of them, his heart breaking that she would even doubt herself for a second. “And I know you didn’t ask me, but anyone who would cheat on someone like you ought to have his head examined.”

      She glanced back up at him. “Thanks, Damien. That’s very sweet of you to say.”

      “I’m not saying it to be sweet. I’m saying it because it’s the truth, and you deserve to hear the truth from someone. Not be fed lies or excuses. And I’m not just talking about your husband here, I’m talking about your team too. You should have been able to trust them. If you can’t count on your team, it’s a pretty sad state of affairs.”

      “Sad is the perfect word for it,” Courtney said, staring into Damien’s eyes.

      Damien stared at her for a second before answering, drinking in the beauty of her bright green eyes. He didn’t want her to be sad. He wanted her to be angry. Anger could move mountains, whereas sadness got you nowhere. “No, forget sad. I shouldn’t have said that. Infuriating is more like it,” he said, tightening his arm around her back a little more as he moved swiftly down the path. “It’s like they all forgot they work for you and not the other way around. If I were you, I’d be wondering about their motives. What they’ve done is unacceptable, and I don’t see how they could think that it would result in anything other than getting their asses fired.”
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        * * *

      

      Courtney had one arm wrapped around Damien’s muscular back, and the other one on her lap, holding her shoes and trying not to touch his chest. Damien stopped talking, but his words were working their way through her mind, embedding themselves in her heart. He was right. Her team had let her down. Maybe they didn’t deserve another chance. But she couldn’t think about that right now. One crisis at a time. She had some important decisions to make soon—but not today.

      Not while she was being carried back to the cabin by this giant of a man. He made her feel so small. So safe. And it wasn’t just the size of him or the fact that he was carrying her; it was what he was saying. Here he was, almost a stranger, showing more caring and kindness than the people whom she’d trusted with both her career and her life for years.

      Her fingers brushed against the cotton of his T-shirt and his warm, hard muscles underneath. She was shocked to realize that she was almost enjoying the feeling of being in his arms. There was no way she should be feeling anything close to that. Not given her current circumstances. Not given the nature of their relationship. He wouldn’t even call her by her first name. And yet, she couldn’t help herself. There was something so soothing about being held by him like this. She felt so cared for, even though she knew he was just being practical.

      But she could think about it, couldn’t she? Just for a moment? A little fantasy to dissolve her pain for a few seconds. Her marriage ending, her foot bleeding, the press hunting her down—it all just disappeared as he held her. She didn’t notice the exact moment when she allowed her body to melt into him, but by the time they reached the house, she had her cheek pressed against his shoulder.

      When they reached the house, Damien set her down on the bathroom counter with her foot in the sink. “I’ll be right back. Wait here.”

      The instant Damien left the bathroom, she lifted her foot, poking at the cut there to see how bad it was. Luckily, it was just on the fleshy part along the outside rather than the arch or toes or somewhere super sensitive. It wasn’t big, but it seemed deep, and the surrounding area ached like a bruise. She pulled it a little, watching in grotesque fascination as blood beaded out. Ew. 

      She turned on the water, waited for it to heat, and put her foot under the stream once it had. And immediately regretted that choice. “Shit!”

      “Getting the party started without me, huh?” Damien said, returning with a pack of some sort. 

      “It stings like a bitch,” she said, ignoring his question. He chuckled, and she shot him a scowl. Lifting her foot out of the sink and toward him, she asked, “Do you think I’ll need to go for stitches?” 

      Damien shook his head. “No, the cut is pretty narrow. Once we get it cleaned out, we can glue it back together. It’ll hold.” 

      “Oh, good,” she said, relief filling her. She didn’t want to admit that she would rather try to sew it up herself than risk paparazzi discovering her. 

      They were both quiet for a minute as he took over, drying off her foot and getting gauze ready. “This’ll hurt. I have to squeeze hard for a few minutes.”

      “Believe it or not, this isn’t my first rodeo with a cut,” she teased.

      Then he squeezed—a hell of a lot harder than she ever had for herself. The man’s grip was like a damn vice. A few moments of silence later, the awkwardness of the situation hit her. They were … close. He was touching her foot, which shouldn’t have been odd, but it was, well … intimate, in a way. She needed to break the silence. “That is quite the first aid kit.” 

      “Military issue—nabbed it from a Corpsman buddy who was getting out. Only the best for you, Ms. Bennett.” He glanced up at her and gave her a little half-smile, but the sight of his beautiful face so close caused her eyes to dart back down to her foot. As he took the glue out of the kit, he said, “This’ll burn a little.”

      Courtney nodded. “Let’s get it over with.”

      She turned her head, not wanting to watch. His grip tightened around her foot, holding her still. His hand was large and strong and a bit rough against her skin, and she tried to ignore how comforting it was to have him touch her. She felt a sharp burning pain, then pressure once more, and then it was done.

      “You doing all right?” he asked in a low tone. 

      “Yes. That hardly hurt at all.” She didn’t dare look back down. She blinked quickly, telling herself there was no reason to cry. She wasn’t a child. She was an adult with a little cut on her foot. If she cried now, he would lose any shred of respect he might have for her, and the thought of that was almost unbearable. He was the only person she had at the moment, and for that reason alone, his opinion mattered.

      Courtney sat staring at the wood floor as it became a blur of dark gray on the other side of her tears. Oh, great, now I’m crying. Taking a long, silent gulp of air, Courtney hoped to calm herself before he noticed. Something cold splashed onto her skin, then a cloth or gauze gently patted the area around her wound. Then something cool again.

      Pull it together, she kept repeating in her head. Finally feeling brave, she glanced at her foot, seeing that he was now about to apply a butterfly bandage to the cut. She glanced at his forehead, which was mere inches from her face. He was so methodical and careful. 

      She couldn’t remember the last time Brock had looked after her like this. Had he ever? Thoughts of the time she had pneumonia came to mind. He had his assistant send flowers to the house while he was on set but had stayed in a hotel until she was over it, at Courtney’s insistence, of course. After all, he couldn’t risk getting sick and holding up filming for weeks. It would have cost the studio a fortune. 

      Courtney looked down at her foot. Damien had covered the area with a large, square piece of gauze and taped it up. “There you go. That ought to keep it clean.” He looked up at her, but Courtney turned away. Those damn tears came back at the sound of his voice and her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. 

      “Did I hurt you?” he asked. 

      “No, not at all.” She blinked quickly, refusing to make eye contact. “I feel silly,” she whispered. “It’s just a little cut. Nothing to cry over.” 

      His hand circled her upper arm, rubbing it tenderly. 

      “I don’t know why I’m …” She wiped the tears away from her cheeks with her other hand. “I think it’s just because you’re being so kind.” 

      He gave her a long look, and the expression on his face was … intense. Focused. Almost like he was debating something. But then he opened his mouth and spoke. “You’ve been through a lot in the last couple of days. It’s bound to make you feel emotional.” 

      He turned from her to zip up the kit, ending the moment. Regret filled her belly as he walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Damien made his way to the linen closet to put away his first aid kit, then took a moment to lean against the wall and breathe. He was losing control over his thoughts. Feeling her cheek against his shoulder as he carried her was like heaven on earth. Lust mixed with some other feeling he couldn’t pinpoint had blended together, turning him into a two-hundred-sixty-pound mess. 

      Get it together, idiot.

      Be disciplined. Have honor. He called the words from his Marine Corps training to mind. They had been drilled into his head again and again until they were branded into his soul. 

      
        
        Honor is a code of personal integrity. Honor guides those who do the right thing when no one is looking. It is not only a duty but also a distinction, as those who possess honor are held in honor. It's found in one's beliefs but exhibited through one's actions. Marines are held to the highest of standards, ethically and morally. Marines are expected to act responsibly in a manner befitting the title they've earned.

      

      

      Honor. Discipline. Control.

      None of those things included lusting after a woman who you were hired to keep safe. Who was already vulnerable. He needed to get his head out of the clouds. And he damn sure needed to keep his hands off Courtney Bennett.
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      Courtney sat in a chair on the deck where Damien had deposited her a few minutes earlier. Her foot was up on a stool, and she stared out at the lake. He was making them some dinner and left her to sit outside and enjoy the view. As beautiful and tranquil as it was, her mind was racing at top-speed, unable to settle. Yolanda should have called by now. The flight would have landed at least an hour ago, and yet, she was making her wait. Maybe Damien was right, and these people really didn’t have her back. 

      Finally, her phone rang, and Yolanda’s name flashed on the screen, causing her stomach to tighten.

      “Hi, how was your flight?” Courtney asked, hearing the edge in her own voice.

      “Terrible. Very turbulent. It’s a good thing you weren’t on it. I’m just in my car on my way home to shower, then straight to the office. Paul is on the line with us, and I think we have a plan.” 

      Paul’s voice came on. “Courtney, hon, how are you?” 

      “I’m pretty much as lousy as you’d expect.” 

      “I’m sure you are. Hang in there, sweetie. We’ll handle everything. You don’t even need to think about any of it. You just take care of yourself right now. We’ve got a really solid PR plan worked out for you to make this whole thing go away.” He spoke quickly, as he always did. Paul was a powerhouse of energy, moving swiftly from topic to topic and client to client. “We had a sit-down with Brock’s team as soon as the story broke. We let them know we’re completely pissed that he didn’t let us break the story ourselves. They couldn’t argue it—he acted like a total shit to go out in public like that, but that’s what we’re stuck dealing with, and like it or not, he’s got a lot more clout than you do.”

      Courtney snorted, but he didn’t even acknowledge her as he continued with his monologue. “Anyway, it would be much stronger if we make the first official statement, and they’ve agreed to let us, so there’s our silver lining. Here’s what we want to run with: ‘I would like to announce that my marriage to Brock McCain is undergoing a transition period. Although we will be dissolving our marriage, our friendship will remain strong. Over the past couple of years, our schedules have taken us away from each other for lengthy periods of time. That, along with a shift in our growth as individuals, has resulted in a relationship built on mutual respect, but no longer one with a romantic connection. I know this will come as a shock to many who thought of ours as a ‘marriage made in heaven’ and for that, I apologize. We are public figures, but certain aspects of our relationship remain private. I wish Brock all the best as we both embark on new paths.’”

      As soon as Paul stopped speaking, Yolanda jumped in, cutting Courtney off before she could protest. “I know that probably sounds like a hard pill to swallow. We’re letting him get away with murder here, but honestly, Courtney, it’s the best way. If you play the victim, you’ll be turned into the bitter, betrayed, bleeding ex-wife, and the press will never let you off the hook. We need a smart strategy to get you out from under this thing. We need to make it look like you knew the whole time—that you were ready for the relationship to end.”

      “Are you serious? You want to let him get away with this?” she protested. Courtney ran her hand over her face. “He’s out there publicly humiliating me, and I’m supposed to just sit back and pretend I’m fine with it? I don’t think so. There’s no way in hell I’m going to pretend this was mutual. He fucked up. He needs to wear this. Besides, with the Gordon footage, it’s very clear that I had no idea what was going on, and that the news devastated me. I’m not about to pretend now that it didn’t.”

      Paul answered. “The footage isn’t as bad as you think. You definitely look surprised, but we can spin that into you being surprised by the timing of things, not you being shocked by the relationship’s existence. As far as not showing up for the premiere, we’ll just tell the press that you had to rush off to get started on your next film. You never said you’d be at the premiere. People just assumed you would go. We can tell them that you’re with a trainer right now preparing for your role. I’m sure I can get you on whatever superhero picture Warner Brothers starts filming next.”

      Yolanda broke in again. “It’s really the best way, Courtney. We’ve gone over it from every possible angle. You just rest and let us take care of everything.” 

      “Yes, you absolutely should take care of this for me. So do it. Take care of me, not him.” 

      “Courtney, you’re going to have to be smart about this. If you want to have a future in Hollywood, you have to play the game,” Paul said. “Trust us, we’ve spent all night and the entire day working through every scenario. This statement is truly your only option. But for it to work, we need to get it out right away.” 

      “Please, don’t. Not yet—I need time to think.” She didn’t like this one bit.

      “We can’t wait. It’s go time, Courtney. I’m sorry, but that’s just the way it is.” Paul’s voice was firm.

      “You’re really backing me into a corner here, Paul. I thought you were supposed to be on my side, making my life easier. I need more than a few minutes to sort this out.” 

      “It’s been close to thirty hours since the story broke. We’re out of time. If we don’t say something, Brock’s people will,” Paul said, his tone going from all business to gentle in a few words. “The truth is, Court, they’ve been set to put out their own statement for three weeks already.” 

      Courtney gulped in some air, struggling to keep from hyperventilating as all the pieces finally fell into place. 

      The worried looks between Dawn and Yolanda before her interview. 

      Yo suggesting she go to a trainer and get Botox instead of seeing Brock.

      They knew. They all fucking knew the whole time. Heat washed over her, up her spine, and clogged her throat. Fury and indignation fired from every nerve ending. “For three weeks? Oh my God. You knew, didn’t you? You all knew!” 

      “We heard rumors, Courtney, but there were always rumors,” Yolanda answered. 

      “You sit right across the hall from Brock’s team. If they were working on a statement, it means you all knew it was real this time. You all knew, and you just let me get blindsided on national television like that? I thought you were supposed to be protecting me, but you’re all just protecting him!”

      “Courtney, you knew this going in. When you first signed with us, we told you Brock was our top priority. I tried to warn you, but you wanted to come over to HGA anyway. He’s a mega-star. He holds all the cards,” Paul said. “He can ruin you with one word. You either play ball, or you’re going to be left with nothing. We’ll be the first to go, and the security company comes with us, so good luck getting out of there any time soon.”

      Angry tears threatened to spill, and her jaw trembled. Her fists clenched, and she had to fight the urge to scream into the phone. She took a deep breath, doing her best to stay calm.

      What a fucking fool she’d been. 

      “After all the years you’ve been taking your fifteen percent from me, I would have thought it would buy at least a little loyalty.” 

      Yolanda cut in again. “Courtney, you know we love you. We’re doing all of this for you. We hate what this is doing to you—”

      Paul chimed in. “Hate it.”

      “—but there just isn’t any choice. Time’s up. We’re going ahead with the statement. It’s really the best way out of this.”

      There was no way Courtney was buying this bullshit. She was sick of it all—sick of them fucking her over while taking her money. Sick of them telling her what she wanted to hear while screwing her over. While siding with him. She wouldn’t stand for it. “You do and I’ll put out my own statement saying it was all lies. I’ll go scorched earth, Paul. I swear to God, I will.”

      Paul spoke up. “I’m disappointed in you, Courtney. You’re normally much smarter than this.”

      “Are you kidding me right now? My husband is cheating on me, you all knew about it, and you let me walk into a trap yesterday on national television. And now you have the gall to tell me I’m being stupid just because I need some time to figure out what I want to say to the public about my marriage?” Courtney’s voice shook with rage. “This is so far beyond unacceptable, Paul, that I’m honestly not sure if I should be more angry at Brock or you right now.” 

      “Go ahead and be angry at whoever you want. Just don’t do it publicly if you want to have a career when this is over.” Paul’s voice was stern. “We’re putting out the statement as is. You stay put and say nothing until you can calm down.” 

      There was a click on the line. “Paul? Yolanda? Are you there?” 

      Yolanda sighed. “I’m still here. I’m so sorry about all of this. Just do what he says, Courtney. You don’t have any choice. Brock will ruin you if you don’t go along. And no one will stop him.” 

      Courtney felt the air leave her lungs. “I can’t believe you’re all turning on me like this.” 

      “I’m not turning on you, sweetie. I would never do that. I’m trying to make the best of an impossible situation. Go along and I promise we’ll do whatever we can to get your career back on track.” 

      Her fists balled up with fury. “I can’t do that.” 

      “Then I don’t think I can help you.” Yolanda’s voice was sad. “I have to go. I just got home.” 

      With that, Yolanda hung up, leaving Courtney utterly alone.
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        * * *

      

      Damien stood in front of the grill on the deck. He’d just lit it when Courtney came around the corner, muttering angrily. She rounded the porch, a tiny ball of fury. A tiny, limping ball of fury. He could see it would be a mistake to mess with her, despite her small stature, and something about that was adorable to him. Courtney looked surprised when she saw him, then her face returned to its previous scowl. “Oh, hi there.”

      “I take it the call didn’t go well?”

      “That’s an understatement of extreme proportions.”

      His eyebrows raised at the vitriol in her tone. “That bad, huh?”

      “Worse,” she said as she leaned against the deck. 

      “Want to talk about it?” 

      She accepted the water he held out, and then she started talking. The fact she was giving him the details of her dirty laundry showed how very alone she was.

      Gushing. Not just about the call, which sounded like a fucking shit show, but about the last several weeks. About all the ways her handlers—managers, he mentally corrected himself—could’ve warned her and helped her brace for this. About all the times they’d covered up Brock’s infidelity, assuring her it was just some publicity stunt to get them in headlines. 

      He wasn’t sure how she hadn’t seen it before, but it was clear to him that Paul and Yolanda had been doing damage control on Courtney for years. The people she was supposed to be able to trust and rely on had betrayed her. Over and over.

      And she’d paid them to do it.

      “They’re fucking me over. My people! They’re supposed to have my back. I give them fifteen-fucking-percent to have my fucking back, and when the shit finally hits the fan, they’re telling me ‘he’s got a lot more clout in Hollywood’ and I ‘better play ball!’” 

      “They sound like a bunch of dicks.”

      Courtney nodded. “Yes, they are. A bunch of … of flaccid dicks!” 

      Damien stifled a laugh, shocked by this side of a woman he’d previously assumed would be more compliant. “Would you like a drink?” 

      “Yes, I would like a drink. Thank you!” She was still shouting. “And maybe some pot. It’s legal here, isn’t it?” 

      “It is, but I don’t have any.” He stared at her. 

      “Damn. I’ve never tried it before, but believe me, if you had it, I’d be smoking it. If you’ve got some junk food, I’ll take that too. Dairy, processed sugar, trans fats—just put them all in a bowl together, and hand it over!” She pointed in the air with one finger. 

      Fuck, she’s cute. 

      “Come on, let’s see what we’ve got for booze.” Damien held open the door to the kitchen for her. He watched as she limped in, his eyes glancing at her bottom as she moved. 

      He followed her inside. 

      “There’s beer in the fridge, and I have some decent bourbon, but no wine, sorry.”

      “I like both beer and bourbon just fine—you pick.”

      He grabbed a couple cans of Saison he’d picked up from a local brewery.

      Cracking them open, he poured them into a set of stemmed snifters. She raised an eyebrow. “This is much fancier than the Miller Lite I was expecting.”

      “I’m a man of many surprises, Ms. Bennett.” Her little snort of laughter, and the tiny smile he put on her face, pulled something in his chest. He pushed it away, downing a sip of his beer. 

      Damien watched as she drank in long gulps, tipping up the glass. He had another long sip, still keeping an eye on her over the top of his glass. She paused for a few seconds to breathe, then took another long pull. 

      Courtney Bennett was not fucking around tonight.

      And he couldn’t say he blamed her. 

      When she finished it, she slammed it down on the counter and looked up at him. “Now, what are we making for supper? I’m starving.” 

      “Steak and mushrooms.” He pointed to the counter, where the steaks were marinating on a plate. Next to them, there was a cutting board and a knife. 

      “Perfect.” Her tone was clipped and determined, a carryover of the stress. “You’re a man, so you probably want to grill. I’ll get the mushrooms started.”

      “You can grill if you like.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re a little bit scared of me, aren’t you?”

      Damien nodded. “You’re a little scary right now, Ms. Bennett.”

      “Good.” She nodded. “This is good. I can be scary. In fact, I’m going to start with you, and then I’m gonna scare the shit out of every man on the planet! Especially the lying, cheating, bossing-women-around ones.” She turned to the sink and took a mushroom out of the strainer, then started chopping it furiously. 

      “Well, it’s important to have a plan.” He slid the plate off the counter and went outside. 

      A couple of minutes later, she called through the open window, “I’m borrowing another beer from you, but I’ll pay you back for everything.”

      Damien walked back into the house. The mushrooms were already sizzling in a pan, and she was bent over, looking through the fridge. Damien could feel his cock react to the sight of her like that, and he blew out a puff of air, trying to calm himself. “I have another case in the cellar. I’ll be right back.” 

      He opened the door to the basement and made his way down the stairs. “It’s been too long,” he muttered when he reached the bottom of the steps. 

      Way too fucking long, but it’s not going to happen. And even if it did, it would be a terrible fucking idea.

      A half-hour later, the pair sat at a small table on the deck, eating dinner and watching the sun go down. Courtney seemed a little buzzed. Some of her anger had dissipated, and her voice had become calmer. Instead of gesturing wildly with her fork and knife, as she had at the beginning of the meal, she had set them down. She stared out at the lake for a moment, then started speaking again, as though she were talking to herself as much as to Damien. 

      “Nobody knows who he really is,” she said. “His greatest performance is the one he does in public. And with me before he had taken full control of my career. I believed all of it—that he was this wonderful guy who couldn’t live without me. I thought he was it for me. We’d have a family and grow old together, the two of us in love forever.” She scoffed and picked up her drink. “But it was all lies.”

      “Sounds like you’ll be better off without him.” 

      “Oh, I will,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “You know something? He’s not even that good in bed. Women everywhere think he would be ah-maa-zing, but not so. Pretty dull, actually. He’s too worried about his hair getting messed up to really let go.” She pointed to the top of her head. “Seriously. Have you ever heard of that? A guy who doesn’t want his woman to touch his hair? Something a little off about that, right?” 

      The thought of her hands in his hair warmed him before he pushed it aside. “Definitely something off with that. I mean, I don’t mind getting my hair messed up. Not a bit.”

      She nodded. “Right? Well, you have a brush cut, but I mean, even if you wore it longer, you’d let a woman who was going for it just really go for it, wouldn’t you?” 

      Damien’s cock twitched at the image of her really going for it. “Yes, I would.”

      “I thought so. A girl can tell these sorts of things.” Her cheeks colored, and she made a face that told Damien she was surprised at herself. “Clearly I’ve had enough to drink.”

      He grinned a little. “You may want to sop up some of the alcohol with some supper.”

      “Good idea,” she said, plucking the piece of garlic toast off her plate. She ripped the warm center out and popped it in her mouth. “Mmmmm. Wow. White bread with real butter.” Sighing, she added, “You have no idea how long it’s been.” 

      “Quite a while, I’m guessing.” 

      “I’ve basically been hungry for the last decade. For real. And this is sssoooo damn good.” Damien watched her, his body responding as she closed her eyes and dragged her tongue across her lips. He cleared his throat and turned his gaze to the sunset for a moment. He could not allow himself to react like that to her. No matter how drawn to her he was. Glancing at the table, he looked for a way to distract himself. Picking up the bowl of mushrooms, he said, “More mushrooms, Ms. Bennett?” 

      “You know what, Mr. Young? I will have more mushrooms.” She tilted her head and gave him a thoughtful look. “But first, I need to thank you for taking such good care of me today. I know it’s not your job—carrying me around, feeding me, and listening to me go on about my life and my crappy marriage.” 

      “I’m happy to help however you need.” 

      She wiggled her eyebrows in the most lecherous way imaginable and said, “However I need, hmmm?” Then she giggled a full-on fit of laughter, her drink sloshing in her glass as she held it in front of her mouth. “Oh God, you should see your face!” 

      He slapped on a smile, recovering quickly from the direction his thoughts had plummeted. Dragging them back from the gutter, he smiled at her and spooned a huge helping of mushrooms onto her plate. “Here you go, Ms. Bennett.”

      She sighed, her laughter dying out. “You’re no fun, you know that? I was just teasing.”

      His cock agreed with her assessment. Doing nothing was not fun at all. But he refused to look at Ms. Bennett anywhere other than those startlingly green eyes, and definitely not lower, where she was sliding the pendant from her necklace back and forth on the chain. Back and forth. Just above her cleavage. 

      It was going to be a long night.
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      “I’m not being paid to be fun,” he said. “I’m being paid to keep you safe.”

      “See? That answer was no fun at all,” Courtney told him, swaying a little in her seat. “But back to what I started to say about how great you’ve been. You’ve gone above and beyond today. You didn’t have to do any of it, and I want you to know I appreciate it.” She scraped the mushrooms off the piece of meat, then cut a tiny slice of steak and carefully selected the perfect mushroom to pair with it.

      He smiled as she popped it into her mouth, finding himself amused by how methodical she was. “Carrying you back here wasn’t for your sake, you know.”

      Her eyes grew wide, and with her mouth still full, she said, “It wasn’t?”

      He shook his head. “Do you know how long it would’ve taken to get back here with you limping the whole way?”

      “We’d probably still be walking.”

      He smirked at her. “Exactly, and you don’t keep a physique like this without feeding it regularly.”

      She chuckled a little. “In that case, you’re welcome for letting you carry me home.”

      Damien let out a laugh. “Look at you, turning the tables on me.”

      “It’s a gift.”

      “One that’ll come in handy over the next few months,” he told her, sitting back in his chair. “If you can do that with Brock, you’re going to come out on top.”

      Courtney shook her head. “I’m not going to come out on top. The truth is, I’m about to be chewed up and spit out—by Brock, the courts, the media. I’m going to lose everything. He’ll see to it. I’ll be lucky if I get a job selling kitty litter by the time they’re all through with me, let alone a good role.” Sighing, she added, “Not that I’ve ever been given a good role to begin with.”

      “You were a wonderful Bond girl. My absolute favorite.”

      Courtney shrugged. “Being a Bond girl is a good job, but that’s not what I mean by a good role.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “One gets you money and attention, the other earns you some respect.”

      Damien sat forward in his chair, now fully invested in the conversation. “Is that what you want out of your career?”

      “Isn’t it what everyone wants?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I think money and attention are top priorities for a lot of people.”

      “You’re right about that, but it doesn’t matter. I’m not going to have either when this is over.” She popped another bit of garlic toast in her mouth.

      Narrowing his eyes, Damien said, “Don’t think like that. You may be down, but you’re not out.”

      “Oh, I’m pretty sure I’m out,” she said. “Thanks for trying, though.”

      “I get it. You’re in a bad place right now, and it’s because you’ve surrounded yourself with people who put you there. But today was your first step toward getting away from them.”

      “It was also the first step out of my life and career as I know it.”

      “Yes, it was. And that’s a good thing, even if it doesn’t feel like it right now. You’ve finally figured out who these people are, which means they can’t have power over you anymore. You can fight back.”

      Courtney let out a frustrated laugh. “I can’t fight them. I don’t even have the first clue where I’m going to go when I leave here. I can’t go home, and clearly, I can’t count on the people who used to be my support system.” She shook her head. “And even if I did try to fight back, I’m going to lose. Real life isn’t anything like what we make it seem like in the movies. The powerful bad guy wins almost every damn time. That’s just the way it is. And I’m not the powerful one here. I’m the pawn.”

      Damien’s heartstrings tugged, seeing her so discouraged. He wanted to help her, and he knew, deep in his bones, that he was the only one who could arm her with the defenses she needed. “Stay here. I can help you.”

      Her head snapped back. “What?”

      “You should stay here with me,” he told her, ignoring the unexpected jolt of self-consciousness. “I may not know anything about life as a celebrity or public divorce, for that matter, but I know a hell of a lot about fighting when I’m under-supported, out-numbered, and should fail. I know how to survive in the worst of circumstances. I can teach you how to win those fights—because it’s not about the weapons or artillery. It’s about the person wielding them. Let me teach you to think like a survivor. Like a fighter.”

      “Why would you do that for me?” she asked, her tone curious and a little suspect. But at least she was listening.

      “Full transparency, I’d be doing it for us both,” he answered. “I’ve been working on a plan to build a boot camp out here the past three years—somewhere for people to go when they need to learn how to survive anything life throws at them. I need my first student, so I can prove it works.”

      “Like a self-defense course?”

      “Partly, but it’s so much more than that,” he said, his pulse picking up, as he hoped he could get her to really understand his vision. “It would be a place for people in your exact situation—in crisis, needing to find the strength and strategy to pull them through. I’m the right person with the right skills to help get you through this. Like it or not, you’re in a war, Ms. Bennett. You may not have started it, but you can sure as hell finish it, if you know how to think strategically and if you can build up the fortitude to carry you through this thing.”

      “I don’t know …” She shook her head, obviously unsure about the idea. 

      “I already have curriculum ready to go. It’s based on everything I learned about war, mental strength, and surviving. And it’s solid. It could change lives. It could change your life. Give me six weeks. Six weeks, and I promise you’ll walk out of here equipped for anything life throws at you.”

      Courtney sat back in her chair. “What’s the catch?”

      “There’s no catch. All I’d ask is for you to be willing to attest to the brilliance of the program once you’re through it.”

      Raising one eyebrow, she said, “What if it doesn’t work?”

      “It will. If you give me a chance, you’ll walk out of here a completely new person,” he said, his gut tightening a little as he realized what he really needed from her. “If I’m right, and I can change your life, and help you navigate your way through this, all I’d ask is that—when the time is right, meaning when I have the facility built—you would be a spokesperson for it for, say, one year.” 

      She stared at him for an uncomfortably long moment, wearing an expression of doubt that caused him to brace himself for the words that came next. “I’m sorry, but I just can’t do it. It sounds … like a really great program, but I’m sorry. I can’t afford to be gone that long. I need to get back to my life somehow and try to get ahead of this shitstorm that has already started.” 

      “The only way to get ahead of this is to think strategically, Ms. Bennett. I guarantee Yolanda and Paul are.” He paused before saying, “I can help you with that.”

      “No offense, but you said it yourself. You don’t know anything about life in Hollywood or divorce,” she said. “As much as I appreciate your offer, what I need now is to find the best lawyer I can and a new manager, and I’m not going to find either of them out in the middle of nowhere.”

      “I know how to think strategically, which I honestly don’t see you doing right now.”

      “I know how to be strategic,” she huffed.

      “I disagree. Your knee-jerk reaction is to find another life raft to cling to to ride out the storm, whereas I can teach you how to build a boat for yourself.”

      “Oh Jesus, are you about to turn into some corny motivational speaker on me? Because if so, I think I should retire for the night.”

      He gave her a conciliatory nod. “Okay, that was a little cheesy, I’ll admit it. But you also need to admit that since the moment you got here, you’ve done nothing but react to what’s happened. You haven’t made one move that will give you an advantage.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Isn’t it?” He folded his arms. “You react to phone calls, you react to being told what to do, you wait for your team to write up a PR statement, then you react when they do a shit job of it.”

      “Of course I waited for them to do it. It’s their job. They’re the experts, not me.”

      “And you can see where relying on the so-called experts has gotten you. Ms. Bennett, you need to learn to stand on your own two feet. To grow a backbone and make your own decisions. I can teach you—”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      Getting up, she collected her plate, cutlery, and glass. “No. You’re just another person who wants to use me, and I refuse to be used again. Certainly not by you. I’m going to stay the night, but first thing tomorrow, I’m going to come up with a plan, on my own, and then I’ll be leaving.” She started to walk back inside, then over her shoulder she hollered back. “How’s that for some backbone?”

      Damien waited until she was in the house to exhale and mutter, “Pretty good, actually.”

      He sat at the table long enough to finish his beer, frustrated by how things had just gone. Not just because this could have been the opportunity of a lifetime for him, but because he truly wanted to help her. He was genuinely afraid she wasn’t going to fare well on her own. But he’d pushed too hard, and now she was going to leave, when what she really needed to do was stay. For both their sakes.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Courtney woke up on the couch, having not made it to the guest room the night before. Sunlight shone through the living room windows and burned her retinas when she tried to open her eyes. She sat up, momentarily confused by where she was and how she got there. Blinking, she slowly sat up, as her new reality dropped on her again, the weight of it threatening to crush her chest. 

      Memories of the day before played out in her fuzzy brain, starting with waking in a strange room with a strange man asleep on a chair in the corner, to being carried by him through the woods, to their disaster of a supper. Just when she thought she found an ally, Damien had started in about her lack of backbone and made it clear that he was only interested in what he could do for her. Her mind wandered to him telling her all she had done was react. Of course, that’s all she had done. Things were moving at a furious pace. How the hell was she supposed to have time to take charge? The last thing Courtney needed was to be criticized right now. Certainly not by some random bodyguard who didn’t know the first thing about her life.

      She leaned her pounding head against the couch, listening for any sign that he was awake, but she heard nothing. A small wave of relief hit her at the thought that maybe she was alone with her grief and regret, at least for a while. She needed to figure out where she was going to go and how she would get there, and for that, she’d need a clear mind. Why had she poured herself that glass of bourbon after she stormed into the house? She knew better. There wasn’t a problem on this earth that was solved by getting drunk. Yes, it helped her fall asleep last night, but now she was paying for it. 

      The truth was, she was in trouble and had no one to turn to. Her team had abandoned her. She had checked last night before she fell asleep, but they still hadn’t posted anything. Maybe they weren’t going to after all. But that was wishful thinking.

      She plucked her phone off the coffee table and punched in her code, only to see that her texts were blowing up. There were so many messages, she didn’t know where to start reading. Quickly scrolling through her notifications, she realized how many were private DMs, telling her how brave she was to admit she was struggling with mental health issues. 

      “What the fuck?” she whispered, the shock of what she was seeing knocking the air out of her lungs. She opened her Instagram app and looked at her latest post, her hands shaking and rage bubbling up from her toes to her head.

      The post was a photo of a tree, lit by the fading sun near dusk. The caption read:

      
        
        This will likely come as a shock to many, but for some time, I have been struggling with my mental health, which caused my marriage to fall apart. Brock has tried for several years to help me with my issues, but our respective needs have become incompatible with marriage.

      

        

      
         It is completely understandable that he would end up in the arms of Tiffany, who has been so kind to him during this difficult time. I knew about their relationship from the beginning, and they have my blessing. I will be seeking privacy and space as I settle into my new normal.

      

        

      
        Thank you for your continued support,

        Courtney

      

      

      “Oh my God, they fucking didn’t!” Her words came out strained; her voice didn’t sound like her own. She let out a single sob as shock vibrated through her bones. How could they? How could they lay the blame for him cheating on her? “Mother fucking monsters.”

      Her first instinct was to delete the post, but there was no point. It already had nearly thirty thousand likes and over five thousand comments—engagement she would’ve been ecstatic about on any other post. By now, it would have been shared on every news network, gossip site, and every other social media site out there. This was not going away. 

      Without thinking, she called Yolanda’s number, only to get a message that she had been blocked. She didn’t have to check. She knew Paul would have blocked her, too. “Those fucking bastards!”

      Courtney stood, her legs shaky, as she started to pace the room. “What do I do? What the fuck do I do?”

      “You fight back.”

      She turned, only to see Damien standing at the entrance to the living room. He was dressed only in a pair of running shorts and trainers, his body glistening with sweat, clearly having just finished working out. Her eyes swept over his taut muscles without her permission, then she was immediately brought back to her latest in what was going to be a never-ending succession of blows. “They’re blaming me. They turned the entire thing into my fault,” she said, pacing the floor again. “Well, no, it’s even worse. They’re making me take responsibility for Brock being a cheating, lying sack of ass.”

      “I know. I saw the post.”

      She wanted to puke. She wanted to throw something. God, what the hell was she going to do now? Not only did she not have a team—the one she had had beyond fucked her. She needed to fix this. To find a new team and to figure out how to fight back. Her gaze locked on Damien’s, and she saw the wariness there. She’d turned him down last night, and now she wasn’t sure that was the best choice. Sure, his motives had a level of self-interest—but he’d been honest about them. He hadn’t lied or made it seem like he wasn’t getting anything out of potentially working together; he’d been direct and open. And maybe he could help. 

      “How do I spin this? What can I possibly say or do here?” she asked, desperation crashing over her again. She was alone in a sea of sharks ready to devour her. “I know what I said last night, but I need your help. Please.”

      He stared at her before nodding. “Okay, I’ll help you. But we’re doing things my way.”

      “Yes, fine,” she said, nodding quickly. “I honestly don’t even have a way. I’ve got nothing. No plan. No place to go. No idea what to do.”

      “You stay here. You learn from me, and you’ll come up with a plan on your own, but I’ll be here to guide you every step of the way. By the time we’ve done our work, you’ll be an unstoppable force.”

      A deep sense of relief came over her. Somehow, she knew she could trust this man. His plan might not actually work, but it was better than doing nothing. “Thank you.”

      “Give me a minute to get myself cleaned up, and then I’ll make breakfast while we get started. In the meantime, start reacting to the support. Heart and like everything. Thank everyone. Your old handlers think they’ve given you a mortal wound. We’re going to start by turning that upside down. By making you strong, Brock is going to be revealed to be exactly the piece of shit he is by the time we’re done. But first, change your account passwords.”
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      Courtney stared at herself in the mirror while she brushed her teeth. She hardly recognized the woman looking back at her, but it wasn’t because of the dark half-moons under her eyes, her unwashed hair, or the red blotchy skin. It was the look in her eyes—haunted, grieving, betrayed, almost hopeless. She looked about as far from an unstoppable force as a person could get. Was that even possible? Somehow, when Damien said it, it sounded so believable, even in the face of everything that was happening. Even in the face of her face right now. The thought made her snort out a frustrated laugh. 

      A sharp knock on the bathroom door snapped her out of her thoughts. 

      “Let’s get going. We’re burning daylight here,” Damien said. 

      Courtney opened the door. “Please be gentle. I’m nursing quite the hangover.”

      His jaw hardened. “Forget the hangover. It’s just an excuse to keep you from doing what you need to do today.”

      “No, it’s a drilling sensation in my head, and I promise you it’s very real,” she said as she followed him to the kitchen. 

      He opened a cupboard and took out a bottle of Advil and set it down on the table next to a coil-bound booklet. “Start reading. I’ll make breakfast.”

      Courtney poured herself a giant mug of coffee, then sat at the table and looked at the title page of the booklet. Preparing for Battle: A Field Guide to a Better Life by Damien Young. 

      She flipped past the table of contents to page one, took an Advil, then started to read.

      
        
        Sun Tzu’s Art of War teaches the following:

      

        

      
        Warfare is based on deception. Appear weak when you are strong. Appear strong when you are weak. The best time to attack is when the enemy believes you are unable to do so and when he is not prepared. Appear when and where you are not expected. A battle is won before it begins. It is won through adequate preparation. If you know your enemy and you know yourself, you will emerge victorious.

      

      

      “Well, I certainly know the enemy,” Courtney muttered. 

      Damien cracked an egg and dropped it into the sizzling cast iron pan. “But do you know yourself?”

      She looked up at him. “I’m reasonably familiar with myself.”

      Her wry tone seemed to do nothing to convince him. He wrinkled up his nose, then said, “You know what? We’ll get back to that. For now, write down everything you know about Brock that could make him vulnerable. Personality traits, things he wants more than anything, the way he thinks.”

      She picked up a pen and pulled the pad of paper toward her, writing as she talked. “He’s one-hundred percent a narcissist. What he wants more than anything is to win an Oscar, but I don’t see how that’ll help. I’m not on the nomination committee or something.”

      “Keep writing. Anything you think of could help.”

      By the time the eggs and toast were ready, Courtney had a long list of Brock’s likes, dislikes, bad habits, fears, and desires. Damien took the list from her and read it over while they ate. After a few minutes, he set the pad down and smiled. “You may not realize it yet, but what you’ve compiled here is a tactical treasure chest.”

      Courtney smiled up at him, for the first time feeling a glimmer of hope.
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        * * *

      

      Damien shoveled the last couple of bites of scrambled eggs into his mouth. It was go time. After years of every bit of knowledge and training laying dormant inside him, he was itching to get started. He sucked back the last bit of his coffee, then pushed the dishes aside, excitement washing over him. Life could turn on a dime. Last night he was 100% positive she would be leaving, but just like that, she had decided to stay. She was going to give him a chance, and there was no way in hell he’d blow it. 

      “Your soon-to-be ex is also soon-to-be taken down,” Damien said, circling the word narcissist on her list. “First, let’s look at his weaknesses.”

      “Certainly not his pocketbook or his connections.”

      “But you’ve got those things too, right?”

      “I have my own money, yes. I have friends in Hollywood, but to be honest, I’m not sure how many of them I’ll be able to count on. A lot of them will be scared to align with me right now.”

      Damien nodded. “But they will once you give them a reason to.”

      “Okay, I like the sound of that,” Courtney said with a hint of a smile.

      “Brock’s biggest weakness is his ego, so that’s where we hit him. Right now, he thinks he’s got the upper hand. He knows you’re probably devastated about the post, so what does he expect you to do?”

      “Deny it.”

      “Exactly. Which will only make you look like the unstable person he’s told the world you are,” Damien told her. “So, instead, you lean into it. Embrace it. Thank the fans for their support and understanding.”

      Courtney fidgeted with the hem of her sleeve. “I don’t know. That just lets him control the narrative.”

      “No, it doesn’t. It shows him you’re going to be anything but predictable, which is going to set him back on his heels. Once he’s there, he’ll be much easier to push down,” he said, trying not to notice how green her eyes were in the morning light. “Narcissists hate it when the people they’ve had under their thumbs refuse to be controlled by them anymore. They especially hate it when you refuse to be ashamed when they want you to.”

      “So, I accept the blame for our marriage dissolving?” 

      “For now, but trust me, if we play this right, he’ll out himself as the cause of everything. Patience is key, and timing is everything.”

      “I hate being patient,” Courtney murmured. She looked up at him, and the trust in her gaze made him feel like he’d already won. “I’ll do it, but I won’t like it.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      The two spent the next few hours hatching a plan. Courtney would go online and thank her many fans and supporters. Next, she’d book appointments with as many divorce lawyers in L.A. as possible. All the meetings would either be online or set up for weeks into the future, which would prevent any of those firms from taking meetings with him. It would also show him she intended to fight back. Hard. 

      After that, they’d move to phase three, which Damien called “The Comeback Kid” phase. She would start documenting and sharing her path to strength and wellness as a newly single woman. This was the part of the plan that Courtney seemed most excited about, and truth be told, it was Damien’s favorite part, too. They sat next to each other, looking over the plan. Damien could feel the warmth of her body next to his, and he could smell the scent of her shampoo—she smelled like she’d just rolled around in a field of flowers. Not sweet or cloying, like fake floral scents, but like the most intoxicating real scent of roses the world could offer. It was all he could do to keep his mind on the task at hand, having to redirect himself to ignore how damn good she smelled or how much he loved it when her eyes lit up with hope.

      She sat back in her chair and grinned. “This is a good start.”

      “It really is. If there’s one thing a narcissist hates, it’s seeing someone else who is truly happy, especially when he sets out to make them miserable. It’s the best ‘fuck you’ you could give him.”

      “Good, because I definitely need to give him a giant ‘fuck you.’”

      “Without anyone else realizing you’re doing it. That’ll be what tips him over the edge.”

      Grinning, Courtney said, “I cannot wait.”

      “Then let’s get started.”

      Courtney reached up and offered her hand for a high five, which Damien accepted, trying not to notice how nice even just a quick touch of her skin felt. He got up quickly from the table and cleared the dishes under the guise of letting her get on with phase one, but really, what he needed to do was put a little distance between the two of them. No matter what he was feeling, he wasn’t going to act on it. Wrong woman. Wrong time. Wrong circumstances.
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        * * *

      

      Four hours later, Damien busied himself chopping wood. Courtney had posted to thank all her followers for their support and had dedicated the rest of the day to calling as many law firms as she could. 

      Damien decided there was nothing better than physical exertion to help rid him of his inconvenient feelings for her. And tonight, he’d be able to sleep instead of tossing and turning while thoughts he shouldn’t be having played out in his mind. That’s what he told himself, anyway.

      “I’ve gotten as far as I can in phase two today,” Courtney said, surprising him. “It’s five o’clock in L.A., so all the firms seem to be closed.”

      Damien set the ax down next to the chopping stump and turned to her. “How’d it go?”

      “I set up twenty appointments, starting with a list I found in an online article about the L.A. attorneys who have all the best dirt on their famous divorce clients.”

      “Well done—that’s some smart intel,” Damien said, grinning at his pupil. 

      “I’m a fast learner.”

      “So I see,” he said, swiping his water bottle off the nearby picnic table. “Any firms say no to you?”

      “Yeah, one, so that must be who’s representing him.”

      “They might want to just keep the option open in case he calls. And now you’ve got twenty firms who won’t be taking his call.”

      “Exactly. And by the end of tomorrow, I’m hoping to have another thirty,” Courtney said, walking over to the ax and picking it up. “I’m going after everyone. Big fish, medium, and small, just in case.”

      “Perfect. Leave him nowhere to run.”

      “Exactly.” She set a log on top of the stump and steadied it, then spread her feet apart and took a swing, burying the ax into the center of the wood.

      “Whoa, that was pretty impressive.”

      Grinning over her shoulder, Courtney said, “Not my first campfire.”

      She turned back to the log, and used the ax to pick it up, then slammed it against the stump, causing it to split the rest of the way. “Want some help?”

      “Sure,” Damien said, sitting down on the picnic table. “Have at ‘er.”

      He watched as she set to work, chopping her way through ten logs. He could tell she needed the release just as much as he had. Even though she was feeling good about the day’s results, she clearly had pent-up anger to work out. Tripp hopped up on the table next to Damien, and he scratched his furry friend behind his ears. “Best stay out of her way,” he told the cat. “She’s a woman on a mission.”

      After a few more minutes, Courtney stopped and set the ax down. She was glistening with sweat and her breathing was fast, which only served to give him a glimpse of what she would look like after some vigorous—Nope. Not going there. 

      “How’re you feeling?” Damien asked.

      “I’m good. I feel a lot stronger than I did when I woke up,” she told him.

      Smiling down at her, Damien had to fight the urge to tuck a lock of hair that had fallen on her cheek behind her ear. “That’s the goal. By the time you leave here, you won’t even recognize the strong woman you’ve become.”

      Courtney stared at him, her eyes shining. “Thank you, Damien. Really. I don’t know what I would have done without you.” She glanced down at the ground. “Actually, I do. I would probably be curled up in a ball crying right now.”

      “It’s my pleasure, Ms. Bennett.”

      “Can you do me one more favor today?”

      “Name it.”

      “Call me Courtney.”

      Damien stiffened a little, but agreed to it anyway, telling himself not to sweat it. Just because she wanted him to be less formal didn’t mean they were one step closer to crossing a line he wasn’t willing to cross. “So, Courtney, you must be exhausted. Are you ready to have some supper and relax?”

      “I’m hungry, but I have no intention of resting. I want to get right on with phase three.”

      Grinning at her, Damien said, “I’m impressed.”

      “Thanks. Now, come here so I can get a sweaty selfie with you.” She tucked that lock of hair behind her ear and licked her lips a little. Like asking the question made her self-conscious. That was … odd.

      “For what?”

      “Well, I was thinking, one of the things Brock feels insecure about is how short he is. You’re tall, jacked, and to be totally honest, a lot better looking than he is. If I post a pic of us together, telling the world that I’m with my new trainer at a secret new wellness retreat, he’ll see it, and it’ll make him insane. All under the guise of me innocently showing my fans I’m on my way back to full strength.”

      He couldn’t suppress a huff of amusement at her plan. He’d given her an outline of how to get under Brock’s skin, and she’d taken to it like a duck to water. “Damn, you should be teaching me about the art of war.”

      “Wait here.” Courtney rushed inside, returning a minute later with a mini-tripod and setting her phone on it on the table. She set the timer on her camera, then hurried over to a spot in front of it and gestured for Damien to join her. She directed them through several poses, all of them involving some part of him touching some part of her, and each one a sweet torture for Damien. Being this close to her was a much worse idea than using her first name. If they kept up like this, he knew if wouldn’t take long before his heart would be obliterated. 

      The last shot was her standing on the chopping stump, resting her elbow on Damien’s shoulder while flexing her bicep. She got Damien to flex too, and even though he wasn’t one to enjoy being photographed, he flexed extra hard, a small petty part of him wanting to show up her bastard of an ex.

      She hopped down and hurried over to her phone, then scrolled through the pictures. “These are amazing,” she said, without taking her eyes off the screen. “You could actually have a career in modeling. Or playing a leading man, if you have the acting chops.”

      Damien rubbed the back of his neck, trying not to let her compliment sink too far into his soul. “I don’t. Besides, I’m almost forty.”

      Glancing up from under her eyelashes, she said, “That doesn’t matter for men. Your value increases with age.” Shaking her head, she added, “So unfair. Now to write up an empowering post about how I’m on a journey to self-discovery and hoping to inspire women everywhere that anything is possible if you have the right people by your side. I’ll be referring to my fans, of course, but the subtext is going to kill Brock.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, they had each showered and were sitting out on the deck eating a dinner of grilled trout and veggies with a side of wild rice. Instead of wine, they drank sparkling water with a squeeze of lemon in it out of wine glasses. This was all part of the program. Fuel yourself properly to feel and do your best.

      Courtney’s phone kept pinging throughout the meal, which normally would have irritated Damien. But tonight, he took pleasure in the sound, as each encouraging comment came in for his client. He knew she shouldn’t worry about other people’s opinions, but each one would be a pinprick to Brock. A sign that his wife had people, too. 

      Courtney laughed at something she was reading. “This comment thread is just a sea of panting emojis over you. Julie85 wrote that she’s hoping her husband cheats on her so she’ll have an excuse to come here.”

      Damien chuckled, then said, “I’m starting to feel like a piece of meat.”

      Raising one eyebrow, Courtney said, “But do you really mind that much?”

      He shook his head. “Not as much as I should.”

      Courtney set her phone down and picked up her fork. “I don’t even think you’re going to need a spokesperson to get clients. All you have to do is post some sweaty photos of yourself, and women will come running. Some men, too.”

      He scoffed to hide the fact that his cheeks were heating with embarrassment. “All right, let’s not get too carried away. I’m not that hot.”

      “According to the five thousand likes on this post in the last 15 minutes, I’d beg to differ.”

      Her phone started to ring, interrupting the fun moment. Courtney’s smile faded immediately, and she swallowed hard. “It’s Brock.”

      She reach for her phone, but Damien placed his palm on her hand. “Don’t answer that.”
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      Courtney stared at the phone buzzing on the table next to her, the vibrations causing her silverware to clatter against the tiled tabletop. 

      Bzzzt. Bzzzt. Hubs is calling. 

      Hubs. The potato in her mouth lost its flavor, and it stuck to the sides of her throat as she swallowed it down. She was going to have to change that contact to Asshole. Damien eyed her, seriousness now overtaking his features. “If you don’t pick up, you show him you’re not going to jump when he tells you to.”

      Courtney bit her lip, torn between taking Damien’s advice and playing out the long-worn habit of being at Brock’s beck and call. She stared down at Damien’s large hand, which was still covering her own, providing a warmth and comfort she didn’t realize she’d been craving until just that moment. The sight of it covered her phone completely, but it continued to ring, and she knew, somewhere in the world, her husband was waiting for her to pick up. She nodded. “You’re right. I won’t answer.”

      And just like that, Damien’s hand was gone, taking all that comfort with it. “Good job. Show him he’s not important to you anymore.”

      Finally, the phone stopped ringing, and she could breathe again. “I wonder why he called.”

      “He called because you’re not playing his game anymore, and he needs to get you in line again. It doesn’t work if you won’t.”

      Shaking her head, she said, “I’m not getting in line again. Ever.”

      “You’re damn right, you’re not. You’re leaving him in your dust with the other trash.” He picked up his fork and popped a bite into his mouth. “Eat up. You can’t fight on empty.”

      Courtney lifted her fork off her plate and pushed a carrot slice around for a second before stabbing and eating it. She wouldn’t let Brock ruin anything else in her life, not even her appetite. She would move on with her meal like she would move on with her life. No matter what he did. 
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        * * *

      

      Courtney woke to the sound of the birds outside her window. She stretched her body, then threw the covers off, ready to start her day. Damien expected her outside at 7 a.m. for a run, then she’d shower, eat, and get back to calling law firms. Then more lessons and another workout. She threw on some shorts and a tank and hurried to the bathroom to brush her teeth, and this morning when she saw herself in the mirror, she felt proud. 

      Here she was, her entire life in upheaval, and she was being strong. She could do this, and she wasn’t alone. She had Damien in her corner, and he was enough to see her through this. He was exactly the right person she needed at exactly the right time.

      Damien was already outside when Courtney found him. His eyes lit up when he saw her. “I wasn’t sure you’d get up in time.”

      “If there’s one thing you should know about me, it’s that when I set my mind to something, I go for it,” she said, jogging down the steps to the path.

      Tripp trotted over and rubbed against her legs, so she dropped to a crouch and scratched behind his ears. The cat flopped onto his back and she resumed scratching his soft belly.

      “You two ready to go?” Damien asked. 

      “Sir, yes, sir,” Courtney said with a grin. 

      “Let’s go, Smartass.”

      They set off in the early morning light, just the sounds of their feet crunching on the ground below as they moved swiftly along the path. Courtney stayed behind Damien, struggling to keep up but glad to have something other than her divorce to focus on for a while. She watched as the long muscles of his legs bulged and stretched out while he ran. Forget David, Michelangelo would have had a field day with Damien as his model. Realizing she shouldn’t be ogling her bodyguard-turned-mentor, she turned her gaze to the lake and took in the light bouncing off the calm blue water. Then she looked back at Damien. Yup, that was a better view. 

      By the time they got back to the cabin, Courtney was both physically exhausted and completely alive at the same time. She collapsed onto the lawn and laid there for a couple of minutes, panting and enjoying the feeling of the dewy grass cooling her skin. After huffing in air for a few minutes, Damien chucked a sweat towel at her and told her to meet him in the kitchen for breakfast after getting cleaned up. “Hurry up, Ms. Be—Courtney. See you in fifteen.”

      As soon as she closed the door to the bathroom for her shower, her phone pinged.

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s not in your best interest to ignore me, Courtney. 

      

      

      

      

      

      A video was attached. When she opened it, Courtney saw herself in their home in Malibu, but she was dressed in an outfit she’d never seen before. She was stumbling around the kitchen, holding a bottle of champagne, then she started yelling, “You’re so useless, Brock. You’re a useless, horrible husband.” 

      Brock’s voice could be heard next, and from the audio, it was clear he was holding the camera. “Courtney, calm down, okay, sweetheart? You’re not feeling well right now.”

      “Fuck you! I feel great,” she slurred, swaying back and forth. “But you … you should just kill yourself already.” She threw the bottle toward the camera, and the video went blurry as Brock must have ducked out of the way. The sound of glass shattering echoed, then the sound of her laughing maniacally and calling him a bitch for running away. 

      “Courtney, come on. Let’s get you to bed. You’re going to hurt yourself again.”

      The video stopped, and Courtney dropped to the tile floor, her stomach lurching and her heart pounding so hard it echoed in her ears. That never happened. None of it. And yet, she had just watched herself say those awful things and throw a glass bottle across their kitchen. “What the fuck is this?” 

      But she didn’t really need an answer. It was a deep fake—shockingly realistic fake videos that look and sound exactly like someone. Her managers had encouraged her to license out herself, her likeness and voice, for film purposes. She could essentially star in a movie without ever having to actually act. Creeped out by the concept, she adamantly refused—but Brock hadn’t. She would bet her bottom dollar that that technology created this video. 

      Her phone rang. It was Brock. This time, she picked up, her hands shaking.

      “What the fuck was that? None of that happened.”

      “Oh that? That’s a little insurance policy I had made,” he said, his tone calm and in control. “I really didn’t want to have to do that, but after your little games, you left me with no choice.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Come on, you know what you did. Calling every law firm in L.A. so they can’t represent me? Your little post with whatever gigolo you’re paying to make you look attractive?”

      Her voice shook with rage, but she did her best to keep it level. “You’re the one who started the war, putting out the post that I’m the cause of our marriage ending. What did you think I’d do, lay down and take it?”

      “That’s exactly what you should’ve done. You should know by now who holds all the cards, Courtney. Me. Not you,” he spat, the staccato of his voice testament to exactly how angry he was. “You do not get to make me look bad. You do not get to humiliate me.”

       She was about to launch into a tirade, but then she remembered the video. She needed to calm down. Think strategically. Screaming at him would solve nothing, and in fact, might make things far worse because he was likely recording this call. “I wasn’t trying to humiliate you. I was trying to salvage my reputation.”

      “Is that what you were doing when you called every law firm in L.A.? Salvaging your reputation?”

      “I was trying to find the best attorney I could. Let’s face it, I’m outgunned here.”

      “Yes, you are, and you’d do well to remember that.”

      Breathe, Courtney, breathe. “So you made that awful deep fake of me to remind me of that?”

      “I’ll do whatever I have to so you don’t forget who I am. As far as the court of public opinion goes, I’m going to win, but if you stop this nonsense, I might let you have your career.”

      “Go ahead and release the video. I’ll be able to prove it’s a fake.”

      “By the time you manage to do that, it’ll be too late. The seed of doubt will be planted, and you’ll be ruined. Nobody will want to touch you,” he said. “You’ll be canceled.”

      Courtney shut her eyes, knowing he was right. “What do you want?”

      “No more posts with that meathead, no more embarrassing me. Stay quiet, and I might let you get through this with your reputation somewhat intact.”

      She wanted with everything in her to tell him to fuck off, but she knew she shouldn’t. He had her beat. There would be no coming back from that video. There would always be people who would believe it was real. Courtney’s heart pounded behind her ribs. She fought her own rage with everything in her. One misstep, and she would make this so much worse for herself. “Fine. No more posts.”

      “Good girl,” he said. “Don’t forget that I own you, whether you’re my wife or not. Now, thank me for my generosity, so we can part on good terms.”

      She swallowed her rage, tapping her fingers on the bathroom counter as she steadied her reaction. Do not tell him to go fuck himself. Do not tell him to go fuck himself. “I’ve already agreed to do what you want.”

      “But you haven’t shown any gratitude whatsoever, and that’s the least I’m owed. Do you know how much it costs to make a video like that? It’s ridiculously expensive.” His voice was all silk and honey now, and an image of the smirk on his face played in her mind’s eye. “Say thank you.”

      “Thank you, Brock.” Her words came out from behind clenched teeth, and the injustice of what was happening burned in her throat.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I wish I could have seen who you really are before I married you. You are a horrible human being.” Courtney’s voice was full of emotion. 

      “And you’re a dumb bitch.” 

      With that, the line went dead. 

      Courtney dropped her phone and curled up into a ball on the floor. Tears flowed down her cheeks as the conversation played out in her mind. Why did she ever believe she could beat someone so evil? No amount of tactical planning would be enough to defeat a man with no morals. There was no line he wouldn’t cross. And there was nothing she could do about that.
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        * * *

      

      Damien sat alone at the kitchen table, waiting for Courtney to come eat breakfast with him. The oatmeal power bowls he made were long-past hot. When she finally appeared in the kitchen, her hair dripping wet and her shoulders drawn, she looked nothing like the strong woman that he had been on a run with earlier. 

      She dropped into her chair but didn’t pick up her spoon. Something was seriously wrong.

      “What happened?” 

      Her heart pounded as she opened a video on her screen, then slid her phone over to him. “This.”

      Damien watched the video, his brain trying to make sense of what he was seeing. The things she was saying were so out of character from the woman he’d started to get to know. His disgust must have registered on his face because she let out a bitter laugh. “You’ve got to hand it to them. They made it look pretty real.”

      Damien wasn’t tracking, and he scrambled to say something. “I … what the hell is this?”

      “It’s indistinguishable from me. No one will be able to tell.”

      “Tell?”

      Her voice cracked. “It’s a deep fake, Damien. This isn’t me.” 

      Shock vibrated through Damien as he started the video again, trying to find differences between the body in the video and Courtney—but there was nothing to prove it wasn’t her. The woman in the video sounded, moved, and looked exactly like her. 

      Across from him, Courtney let out a tight sob. “I can’t do this. I can’t fight back.”

      Damien slid the phone back to her. “Of course you can. He might have won this round, but you can come back.”

      “No, Damien. There’s no coming back from this.” She pointed to her phone. “This is the relationship equivalent of a nuclear bomb. It will ruin me forever if he releases it. My career, my reputation, everything gone in one push of a button.”

      “But surely there are ways to prove it’s fake.”

      She shook her head. “By the time I manage to prove it, it’ll be too late. Some people will believe me, but a lot will always believe what they saw.”

      “There’s got to be something we can do.”

      “No, there really isn’t. I never should’ve even tried.” She grabbed the list of Brock’s weaknesses off the table and crumpled it up. “I’m going back to bed.”

      By lunch time, Courtney still hadn’t emerged. Damien, who had spent the morning listening for sounds of her, decided it was time to get her up. He made tomato soup and grilled cheese sandwiches, then knocked on her door. “Courtney, you need to eat.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “You may not think you are, but your body is. Laying in bed won’t solve anything. Now, come on out. I made comfort food.” 

      He could hear some movement in the room, and a moment later, the door opened. She came out, her eyes puffy and red, looking utterly defeated. Damien had to fight the urge to wrap her in his arms for a long hug. You are a professional. Stay in control. Be disciplined. 

      He followed her to the kitchen, where they ate in silence for a few minutes. He glanced at her as she gulped down the soup, feeling relieved that she was finally eating. 

      Courtney stared out the window for a second, then said, “This whole time, I can’t stop thinking about my parents. If they were still alive, I’d have some place to go right now. I could go home.”

      “I didn’t realize you lost your parents. I’m sorry.” 

      “Thanks.” She cleared her throat. “I lost my mom when I was twenty-eight and my dad three years later. They were the two people on this earth who loved me unconditionally, and there’s no replacement for that. Certainly not my husband.”

      Damien nodded. “That must have been so hard for you.” 

      “It was. I still miss them every day.” Courtney scrunched up her eyes. “At least they aren’t alive to see what my life has become. This would have killed them—if they had known what Brock was really like.”

      Damien said nothing and hoped that just listening would bring some kind of comfort. 

      “Are your parents still alive?” 

      “Yes. They live in Boulder, near my sister and her family.” Damien wanted to shift the conversation back to her. “Do you have any siblings?”

      She shook her head. “Just me. My parents were in their early forties when they met. I was a complete surprise.”

      Damien’s heart constricted. This woman truly had no one. He reached out and placed his hand over hers. “Listen, I know we don’t exactly know each other well, but I am here for you. I’ll see you through this, okay?”

      “Thanks. That means a lot.”

      “You will get through this. You know that, don’t you?”

      She shook her head. “Sure, but what will I have at the end?”

      Squeezing her hand, he said, “You’ll have everything you deserve. I promise you that.”

      Courtney scoffed. “You shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep.”

      “You can get through this, but only if you don’t give up.”

      She pulled her hand away and stood up slowly. “If it’s all the same to you, I think I’m going to go back to bed. I just don’t have anything left in me today.”

      Damien nodded, knowing now wasn’t the time to push. “Of course. You have to know when to fight and when to rest and build yourself back up again.”

      “Thanks for the soup and the pep talk.” 

      She trudged out of the kitchen, and a moment later, Damien heard the bedroom door shut again. He wished there was something he could do to make this all go away, but he knew he couldn’t. All he could do was to ride out the storm with her and hope it didn’t break her.
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      Courtney spent another four days in bed with the door shut. She would lie awake all night, trying to fall asleep, but found it almost impossible. Staring at the clock, she watched the seconds tick by, wondering when she would stop feeling so devastated. She was desperate for sleep to come to put her out of her misery, but it refused.

      Giving up, she would throw off the covers and wander around the house, trying to ease her restlessness. She would drift off at three, only to wake later with a sinking feeling that this wasn't a dream but her new reality.

      She had never been so worn out in her life. She was completely drained of any energy, any hint of happiness, any shred of hope. By ten in the morning, she couldn’t keep her eyes open and would collapse into bed again, only to wake a few hours later with a headache. She tried to avoid Damien, not getting up until he was out for a run, then returning to her room before he got home. She had taken to leaving a note on the kitchen counter that she’d had trouble sleeping the night before and that she hoped he’d had a good day and she’d gone back to bed. 

      She didn’t want him to see her like this. Too weak to even pretend. Too far into her despair to bother with a shower or makeup or even a hairbrush. 

      On the fifth morning, she lay in bed, listening to the sound of Damien working in the kitchen. She dreaded the thought of him seeing the state was in, but she had no choice. At some point, she was going to have to leave the room to go pee and forage for food. And he would see what a mess she was. When she could wait no longer, she finally risked it, hurrying to the bathroom and quickly shutting the door before he could catch a glimpse of her. She stepped into the shower, careful to avoid her reflection in the mirror, not wanting to face the evidence of her downfall. When she emerged, it was with wet hair and clean clothes and the tiniest bit of a lift at having both. She looked outside, grateful the clouds that had seemed to be permanently fixed over Colorado the last few days had finally cleared up, leaving a sunny, clear blue sky behind. 

      “Good morning,” she said to Damien when she entered the kitchen. He was sitting at the table eating an omelet that took up his entire plate.

      “Good afternoon,” he answered with a small nod. 

      “Oh, I guess it is.” She walked to the counter to pour herself a coffee. 

      “You’re becoming nocturnal.” 

      “Oh, yeah, I guess so.” She sipped her coffee, letting the warm liquid wake her up a little more. 

      “Why don’t you let me give you a good workout this afternoon? Some exercise will help get you back on a regular schedule.”

      “Thanks, but I don’t really have the energy for working out right now. To be honest, I just want to crawl back into bed for a few hours.” 

      “That’s pretty much the worst thing you could do.” He took a bite of his eggs and gave her a hard look while he chewed. “Lying around all day isn’t going to get you anywhere but more depressed. You need to fight that.”

      “What’s the use?” 

       “You have to keep going. Wallowing in self-pity isn’t the answer.” 

      Courtney turned to him. “What if I want to wallow? Wallowing is the only thing I have left. Don’t you think I have the right to feel sorry for myself?” 

      “I’m not saying you don’t have the right to do it. I’m saying it won’t help. Now, you’ve already wasted four precious days of your life. Do you want to burn another one, or do you want to get back to work?”

      Courtney rolled her eyes. “Why are those the only two options?”

      “Because sometimes life plain sucks. Now, sit down, eat some breakfast, and then we’re going to work out. You’re way behind on your studies, but if you cooperate, I won’t make you do ten pages in the workbook today. We’ll just go with five.”

      “I don’t want to,” she said, scowling like a petulant teenager. 

      He looked far too amused for her liking, and it lit in her belly. “I guess it’s ten, then.”

      “I’m not doing the workbook. I’m done with the program.”

      Damien took a few steps toward her and gave her a hard look. “We had a deal. If you’re staying with me, you’re going to learn to fight back. You’re not giving up. Not on my watch.”

      His comment took Courtney aback. Not on his watch. Those words did something to her insides. She felt protected, even though she was furious. She sputtered for a second before saying, “There’s no use. I can’t fight back, remember? Brock will literally destroy me.”

      “I disagree. I’ve spent the last few days coming up with a plan. You can—and will—defeat him. But we’re going to have to adjust our tactics. Be more subversive.”

      Courtney sighed. “It’s over.”

      Shaking his head, he said, “It’s not over. It’s just beginning. Today, I’m teaching you about maneuver warfare.”

      In spite of herself, she said, “Which is?”

      He let out a hint of a smile. “Maneuver warfare doesn’t aim to avoid or resist the uncertainty and disorder of war; it embraces them as keys to vanquishing the foe.” Shrugging, he said, “I didn’t make that up. I’m quoting Lind’s Maneuver Warfare Handbook.”

      “To what end? There’s no winning this.”

      “I disagree. I’m going to teach you to think creatively, be innovative, and to do all the things that will exploit Brock’s weak spots and undo him. We already know what they are. Now I teach you how to use them against him. You can learn this. You can emerge the victor, but only if you don’t give up. Now, eat and get changed so we can work out.”

      “No. I’m going to eat, then go back to bed.”

      Taking another step closer, Damien stared down his nose at her. “In that case, maybe I was wrong about you. Maybe you are as weak as your ex thinks you are.”

      She glared at him, shooting daggers at his stupidly smug grin. “Do you honestly think that’s going to work? Trying to goad me into engaging?”

      “I’m not trying to goad you.” He shrugged. “I just want you to admit that you’re weak and maybe even a little too afraid to go through the program.”

      “I am not afraid, and I’m certainly not weak!” she snapped. “I do workouts that would leave you in traction. I just don’t want to exercise today.”

      Damien smirked at her. “Leave me in traction? That’s a good one.”

      “What’s so funny? You think you could handle an hour of Pilates? Or ballet? There’s no way in hell you could get through either, no matter how much you can bench press.” 

      Lowering his face so they were only inches apart, he said, “I can withstand anything a soft little thing like you could throw at me.” Damien poked her on the shoulder, and she barely caught the way his lips briefly curled up in the corners before his mask slipped back on. He was teasing her. The entire thing, including the sneer on his face, had Courtney simmering. He was egging her on. On purpose. 

      She was even more annoyed that it was working. “Prove it.”

      “Prove it?” He gave her a bored look.

      “Yeah. Prove it. I’ll take you through my regular workout, and we’ll see if you can still walk at the end of it.”

      “No problem. But first, I want to see if you can survive my workout routine.”

      “And if I do?”

      “You don’t have to do your workbook today.”

      She swatted his finger away with the back of her hand. “Bring it on, Jarhead.” 

      “Jarhead?” He narrowed his eyes, but there was a spark of amusement in them. “That little comment is going to cost you. I was going to go easy on you, but now you’re going to get the full treatment.” 

      Courtney straightened her back and tried to puff out her chest at him, knowing she wasn’t exactly going to be able to intimidate him. “Good.”

      “Be outside in exactly fifteen minutes so we can get started.”

      “Fine.”
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        * * *

      

      Damien stood with his hands behind his back, feet apart, his spine board-straight. He looked every bit the drill sergeant, and he reveled in it. He sneered as Courtney jogged down the steps with that look of defiance on her face. Inside, he could feel his heartbeat step it up like it always did when he saw her, but on the outside, he was a rock. “I’ll give you one last opportunity to admit you can’t do it.” 

      “Not a chance. I’m about to save myself hours of working on your stupid program.” She pulled her arms across her chest to stretch her triceps, not breaking eye contact with him. 

      “I’m going to enjoy this,” Damien said, letting a little smile escape his lips. He had won already. He’d lit a fire under her instead of letting her sink further into her despair. 

      He brought his hands forward, revealing a timer that he was holding. “Jumping jacks. One minute.”

      He held up the timer, and Courtney scoffed. “Oh, no! Not jumping jacks!”

      “Less yapping. More jumping.” He clicked the timer and watched as she started. She had surprisingly good form. And she looked really frigging cute in that outfit. After forty seconds, her arms were still perfectly straight and her legs were still reaching out to the sides on each jump. The look on her face was still a little smug, and something about it was very sexy.

      “Time!” he barked. As soon as she stopped, he said, “Do you know what a burpee is, Princess?”

      “Of course I know what a burpee is. And don’t call me Princess.” She glanced at her nails, obviously trying to look bored.

      Knowing he needed to keep pushing her to get her out of her funk, he said, “Pretty sure you can’t do twenty in the next minute.”

      “Pretty sure I can.” She planted one hand on her hip and shook her head. Pure sass now.

      “Go!”

      He watched as she dropped to a plank, completed a push-up, then hopped back onto her feet, then jumped. Damn, she did that well. “That’s one.”

      He walked around to the side of her to better judge her form. His gaze fell on her ass as she did the next one. “That’s two, but you should just stop now because we both know you can’t do twenty.”

      “Watch me,” she said as she got back into the plank position.

      Oh, believe me, I am. “Less talking! More hustle, Princess!”

      At forty seconds, she’d already done sixteen and showed no sign of slowing down. By the time he shouted ‘stop’ at her, she had finished twenty-three. She gave him a satisfied smile, her cheeks now full of color from her exertion. 

      “Running on the spot. Two minutes. Go!” Damien ordered, forcing his face not to look even the slightest bit impressed. He put his timer around his neck, stepped closer to her, and put his hands out, palm down, and held them just above the highest point her knees had been hitting. “Knees up, Princess! Or is it too hard for you?”

      “Stop.” Pant. “Calling.” Pant. “Me Princess.” Pant. 

      Damien smiled. He liked this side of her. Determined. Strong. She had a fighter in her, despite how low she’d gotten in the past few days. She glared directly into his eyes, hitting his palms with her knees now. The little grunting sounds coming from her made him want to smile. But he wouldn’t. She needed him to be tough on her right now. She needed someone to focus her anger and pain on, and he couldn’t let her down by letting up. In fact, maybe she actually needed someone to release her anger on. And he knew just what to do to give her that.

      After she finished the sprint, he said, “Time to box.”

      “Box?” she asked, sucking wind.

      “Yup. Let’s go.” He led her up to the covered porch where the heavy bag was hanging, and got two pairs of gloves out of the cabinet. Tossing a pair to her, he then put his on, and patted them together. “No hits below the belt.”

      “Too bad. Those are my favorite ones,” she said, smacking her gloves together.

      “To throw or receive?” Damien asked, knowing he shouldn’t. It was a flirty question, and the last thing he should do was flirt with her.

      “To throw, obviously.” She held her hands up under her chin. 

      “You never know,” he answered before giving her a light jab on the cheek. “Always protect your face.”

      She growled and threw a right hook that he easily blocked. Dodging out of the way, he grinned at her, then got her in the exact same spot on her face again. “Hands up, Princess.”

      Oh, that did it. She launched into a tirade of wild swings, aiming for his torso and face, and managing to connect with his chin. He laughed and did the exact same jab for a third time. Not hard, of course. Just little taps, but laying them in the same area, pointing out her weak defenses. It was designed to get under her skin. He jabbed again, smirking. “Protect that beautiful face, Princess.”

      “Aaarrgh!!!” Her shout came from deep in her gut, and now she wasn’t just punching, she was kicking him as well. Damien could tell she’d done a little kick-boxing based on her form. She wasn’t hurting him, even though clearly that was her goal, but he was still impressed at her effort and determination. His job now was to taunt her into getting out all that rage. She needed to feel her own power. “Is that all you’ve got? Pretend I’m Brock!”

      Courtney threw her entire body into her next punch, causing her to stumble a little. Damien caught her, holding her up for a second longer than he had to just to feel her in his arms. 

      No way, idiot. She is not for you.

      He needed to redirect his feelings of attraction into something more useful. He would push her harder. “Is that a mosquito buzzing around me? I feel something but it’s so small, I can hardly tell what it is. 

      Courtney growled at him again. “Come on. Fight back, you bastard.”

      “I’m not going to actually hit you.”

      “Do it! I want to fight!” Her chest was heaving as she kept swinging on him, a sheen of sweat across her collarbone and chest, glistening and looking far too fucking sexy. Damien had rarely been so torn. He knew engaging with her would help her. It would make her trust him, too. And it would be fun as hell. But it was also dangerous because inevitably, it would turn him on to challenge her and do more than just annoy her. To truly test her mettle. He had a suspicion she would pass all his tests with flying colors. Fuck. 

      “I’m sorry, Courtney. I can’t fight you—it wouldn’t be fair.” And plus, he thought, I’ve got to end this workout before I do something stupid like try to kiss you. 

      She swung wildly at him, and he blocked all of her hits, which were getting sloppier in her anger. 

      “If you’re that mad, you need more than this. Time for sprints. To the lake, two minutes of bear crawls, then back. Go!” 

      She glared at him for a moment, ripped off her gloves, and threw them on the deck. They landed with a surprising thud. As he was placing his on the side table, she took off toward the lake. Sprinting like she was fucking made for it.

      Courtney Bennett was … something else. 

      She’s your client. She’s getting divorced. She’s vulnerable. You cannot, under any circumstances, have sex with her.

      He pumped his legs hard, knowing that was going to have to be his new mantra for the next five weeks.
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      “You ready?” Damien asked, setting a glass of water next to her.

      “Thanks.” She smiled up at him. 

      The corners of his eyes crinkled a bit when he smiled back at her with a little nod of acknowledgement. He really was a super thoughtful guy. Kind and generous in small ways most people overlook. Damien somehow always made sure her needs, even her wants, were met before she even realized she was lacking anything. It was … well, it was nice to be cared for like this. Something about these small moments felt like he was prying a nail off a board from some sealed-away part of herself. The part that wanted to be genuinely cared for. The part that dreamed that she, Courtney, might be worth someone’s caretaking. 

      Shaking off the stupid grin that was forming, Courtney focused back on the screen before her, staring at the countdown ticker on the landing page. Just one more minute until her meeting with a potential divorce attorney would start—she’d been looking forward to this one the most. 

      She’d met with several potential attorneys, and most were okay, but no one had given her that feeling of rightness. And some had felt downright wrong. She’d cut the meeting with the last guy short after the third time he insinuated that giving Brock whatever he wanted would be the ‘smart thing.’

      There was no fucking way Courtney would deal with one more person treating her like she was dumb. Not anymore. 

      Pulling herself from woolgathering, she answered. “As ready as it gets, I guess. I’ve got the list of qualities I’m looking for and our list of questions. I actually feel over-prepared.”

      “No such thing,” Damien told her with a wink. “Remember to go with your gut, but be on the lookout for red flags, too.”

      “I will, but honestly, after looking at Miranda’s track record, I think she’s a contender.” 

      “Definitely, but keep in mind, you want someone who’ll be careful, strategic, and a total asshole if necessary.”

      “Who’s an asshole?” A woman’s voice came on over the laptop speakers. 

      Courtney turned toward the screen to see Miranda Williams, divorce lawyer to the stars. Damien froze and lowered his face, coming into the frame. “Sorry about the language, Ms. Williams. I was just trying to give Courtney a pep talk.”

      Miranda grinned. “It’s me, right? I’m supposed to be the asshole.”

      Wincing, Damien said, “Yep, but in a good way, if that makes sense.”

      She laughed. “It makes perfect sense, and yes, I can be an absolute asshole if I have to be. But never to my clients. Think of me as your confidant and gladiator rolled into one.”

      Courtney smiled at her, already getting a good feeling about Miranda. “I love that description.”

      “I’m glad. Nice to meet you, Ms. Bennett. Who’s your friend, and will he be staying for the meeting? If so, tell him to grab a chair so I don’t have to look at his torso for the entire call.”

      “That’s Damien Young, and he was just leaving,” Courtney told her, smiling up at Damien.

      Crouching again, he said, “Nice to meet you,” before giving Courtney a little wave and exiting his office. 

      As soon as the door shut, Miranda shot Courtney a look of concern. “What do I need to know about him?”

      “Nothing. He was my bodyguard, and now he’s become my trainer and resilience guru, I guess you could say.”

      “You’re sure there’s nothing going on that’s going to come back and bite us in the ass? And before you answer that, keep in mind I have seen the post featuring the two of you. It looks like you’re maybe more than just a trainer and client.”

      Courtney could feel her cheeks heat at the thought of them having more than just a professional relationship. She shook her head. “Those pictures were purely strategic. My relationship with Damien is strictly business. I’m not in any position for anything more than that, and I won’t be for a long time.” A pang of disappointment hit Courtney out of nowhere, but she didn’t have time to figure out why. She needed to focus.

      “That’ll make my life easier, although I can’t say I’d blame you if you wanted to take him out for a test drive. That man sure is pretty.”

      Courtney laughed, surprised at Miranda’s candor. 

      “Before we get into the specifics of your situation, I’d like to tell you a bit about me. I’m assuming you’ve Googled me, so I’ll spare you the stuff you see online,” she said. “I’m a straight-shooter. I don’t coddle my clients, no matter how big a star they may be. My only goal is to get the best settlement for my client. Period. I’m careful not to cross any line that’ll get me disbarred or wind up screwing you out of assets in the long run. Other than that, I will fight like hell for you. Three of the biggest settlements in the last ten years have been clients I was representing. You may not be looking to stick it to Brock and just want this handled quickly, quietly, and with a fair outcome. That’s my personal preference, too. It leaves both parties with their dignity intact—well, theoretically. Brock’s doing a pretty decent job of dismantling his own reputation. Yours, however, is impeccable, so if you stick with me and do as I say, we can keep it that way. Any questions so far?”

      “No. Just so you know, I want to take the high road, but Brock may not make it possible.”

      Sitting back in her chair, Miranda said, “Tell me what’s going on.”

       Courtney spent the next half hour bringing Miranda up to speed on what had been going on behind the scenes, including sharing a copy of the video with her. She also told her about their assets and how she would envision them being split equitably. Miranda took notes, asked what felt to Courtney like ‘the right’ questions, and seemed more than capable of handling what would be a contentious situation. When she was done, Miranda put her pen down and tapped her fingernails on her desk for a few seconds. “Okay, I’m not going to lie. That video could easily turn this into a total circus, so we’re going to have to tread carefully, which doesn’t mean that you can’t come out on top. It just means we have to be smart about our approach. Of course, if he does release it, it gives us a hell of a lot of fuel for an even bigger case. We would take him to the cleaners if he did.”

      “Believe me, I have no desire to disturb the hornet’s nest here. If that video gets out, it’ll be fatal for my career.”

      “Are you kidding?” Miranda disagreed, surprising Courtney. “Sure, for a week or so people might lose their faith in you, but if he’s stupid enough to release that video, I’d drag his ass all over court for defamation.” She leaned forward and said, “Courtney, I want you to know I’m very sorry you’re going through all of this. The way he’s treated you is so far beyond any line that should ever be crossed between a husband and wife that my first instinct is to want to make him pay. Big time. But I hear what you’re saying about wanting this to be over as quickly as possible. I think I can make that happen. Your suggestion of you keeping the properties in Tahoe and Spain, and letting Brock keep the Malibu place sounds like the perfect strategy. It’s worth more money, so he’ll feel like he’s coming out ahead, even though it’s really going to let you unload a monster of a house that holds a lot of memories you probably don’t need.”

      “Exactly.” 

      “As to the video, if you authorize it, I’ll reach out to Jeff Miller—he’s one of the best forensic video analysts out there—and he’ll make time for me right away. The best thing we can do is get started on proving it’s a fake as soon as possible.”

      Going with her gut, Courtney nodded. She felt certain she could trust Miranda. “Yes, let’s go ahead.”

      Smiling, Miranda said, “Just hold tight, okay? We’re going to get you through this. And I know it seems like the sky is falling, but by doing all this, Brock has basically tied his own noose. It’s our job to grease that puppy up so that when he falls, it’s all over fast. We’re going to do just fine, Courtney.”

      Courtney let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you. I feel so much better knowing I’ve got you in my corner.”

      “I absolutely am in your corner, and we’re going to make sure you come out on top here,” she said. “For now, I need you to lie low. Do you have somewhere you can stay for the time being?”

      Nodding, Courtney said, “Yes, I’m pretty sure I can stay here.” As soon as the words came out of her mouth, she realized how much she wanted to stay.

      “Perfect. Sit tight, Courtney. I’ll be in touch very soon with news.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Thanks for letting me join your team.”

      They signed off, and Courtney sat back in her chair, her shoulders dropping with satisfaction. She grinned as a wave of relief washed over her. Standing up, she went in search of Damien to share the good news and ask him if she could stay longer. As she wandered through the house, she realized she had butterflies in her stomach. 

      Damien was sitting at the kitchen table looking over some bank statements. He looked up at her and gave her a cautious smile. “So? How’d it go?”

      “Really well. She’s the one.”

      His smile spread into a wide grin. “That’s great. Good for you.”

      “It’s a huge relief for me,” she said, her stomach fluttering. “One thing, though. She said I should find a place to lie low for a while. I think under the circumstances, it would be best if I could stay here indefinitely.”

      Damien’s eyes lit up. “Would you be willing to go full-on with my training program?”

      Pressing her lips together, Courtney nodded reluctantly. “Bring it on.”

      A broad grin crossed his face. “This is going to be fun. And even better, by the time you leave here, you’re going to be a whole new woman.”

      She took a deep breath. “Okay, but we need to talk about money. I can’t be living here and having you dedicate your time to training me for free. I need to cover you for the security gigs you won’t be doing.”

      Damien chewed on his bottom lip while he thought about how much money he would need to recoup. “When I ran the numbers for what I would charge clients for the full course, it came out to $50,000. But that would be with them staying in their own cabin and having gourmet meals three times a day.”

      “Done.”

      “No, you can’t pay that much. You have to put up with my cooking and staying in my guest room.”

      “But I also get you all to myself. One-on-one training for six weeks? Fifty thousand sounds like a bargain.” 

      She held out her hand, and Damien shook on it, trying not to show how excited he was, not just about the money, but about having his first real client so he could test out his program. With a devilish smile, he stood up. “You have three minutes, Princess.”

      “What?”

      “I suggest you hurry up. We’re going for a run, and you have … two minutes and thirty-seven seconds to change and get out here, shoes on. Otherwise you’re going to need someone to carry you back here, and I have to warn you, I don’t carry bootcamp participants.”
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      Two hours later, Courtney could think of nothing but giving up—admitting defeat and just crawling back into bed. What he was making her do was akin to torture. Her legs burned, but it was nothing compared to her lungs. Damien was running next to her as she sprinted up and down the steps to his porch. He taunted her, telling her there was no way she could keep up with him for five minutes. She wanted to quit. She wanted to scream. She wanted to push him down the stairs, but that would mean lifting her arms.

      “Ready to stop, Princess? You might as well quit now. There’s no point in going on with all this pain, only to fail in a few minutes.” Damien grinned over at her as he beat her to the top once again. He was barely out of breath as he spoke. “Just think—you could be curled up in that cozy bed right now. Wouldn’t that feel good?”

      “Shut!” Pant. “Up!” Pant. “Young!”

      “Oh, you’re awfully sassy for someone sucking wind as hard as you are.” He gave her a playful jab with his elbow right before he jumped the steps, landing on the sidewalk. Courtney jogged down the steps, turned and vomited into the bushes. 

      When she was done, she braced herself for a moment with her eyes closed and her hands on her knees, trying to recover. 

      “Well, you lasted two hours and three minutes, which is about two hours more than I thought you would.” Damien patted her on the back.

      Courtney straightened up and turned to face him. Wiping the vomit off her chin, she gave him a defiant look. “I’m not done. That food was weighing me down. What’s next?” 

      Damien smirked in approval as he gave her a nod. “Take it from the top. Jumping jacks. One minute.”

      When it was over, Courtney all but collapsed onto the lawn. She lay there in the bright sun, the cool grass reviving her a little as she recovered. A shadow blocked the sun for a moment, and she opened her eyes to see the cause. Damien stood over her, his hand outstretched, offering her a water bottle. But Courtney’s arm refused to lift so she could take the water. She held her hand open without moving it from the ground.

      Damien chuckled a little, then plunked himself on the grass next to her and put the bottle in her hand. “Not bad for a princess.”

      A small smile passed Courtney’s lips. “Thanks.”

      “Seriously, I’m more than a little impressed. You’ve got a lot more grit than I gave you credit for.”

      Courtney managed to turn her head to look at him. “I know. I can be tough when I need to be.” 

      “You sure can.” Damien gave her a meaningful look. “From the looks of things, you’re going to need to be tough for a long time.”

      “That’s for sure.” Courtney sighed and stared up at the blue sky. She watched a hawk soar above, disappearing into a fluffy white cloud. “Okay, I made it through two hours of what you threw at me. I want to see if you can make it through one hour of my regular workout.”

      Damien’s lips spread into a wide smile. “Too easy.”

      “Is it a deal?”

      “I’ve never in my life backed down from a challenge, and I’m not about to start now.” He took a pull of his water, and the small rivulet of sweat dripping down his throat as he gulped caught her attention for a beat longer than it should’ve. 

      The two sat in a comfortable silence for a moment as Courtney refocused on what she should be thinking about.

      “Thank you, Damien,” Courtney said suddenly.

      “For what?”

      “For letting me stay. For getting me ready for this. For believing in me.” She looked up at him, feeling completely appreciative.

      “I’m glad to hear it. You know, when I left the Marines, I went to see a therapist. My last commanding officer made me promise to stick with it for at least six months. He told me that getting help makes you smart, not weak. And he was right. One of the things she taught me was that anger turned inward becomes depression. As I see it, you have every right to feel angry. Just be careful not to turn it on yourself.”

      “Thanks,” Courtney said. She stared at him, more than a little in awe of his insight and thoughtfulness. An urge to sit up and kiss him on the cheek passed over her. But that would mean using her core muscles. And it wouldn’t be appropriate, so she settled for a grateful smile in his direction. “I’ll remember that.”
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        * * *

      

      That evening, the two sat at the table eating dinner together, both in lively spirits. He had just finished telling her the story of his first day of basic training, managing to get her laughing so hard she was in tears by the end. Courtney had gone from feeling utterly miserable to having some fun, and she was nothing short of grateful to Damien for his part in it. 

      Damien offered to pour more wine into Courtney’s glass, and she nodded. “Please.” 

      “I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but you are not who I thought you were.” 

      “I have a feeling I know who you thought I was,” she said, glancing out at the lake.

      “I’m sure you do, and I’m sorry for making assumptions like that.”

      “Don’t worry about it. You wouldn’t be the first to assume I’m a total diva who can’t see past the nose on her face.”

      “It was still wrong of me.” He waited until she looked back at him to say, “The truth is, you’re the exact opposite of that. You’re a strong, independent, thoughtful person.” 

      Courtney stared into his blue eyes, basking in the warmth there. “Thanks, you’re not so bad yourself. For a jarhead.”

      Damien let out a laugh, then his face grew serious again. “You’re going to get through this, you know.”

      Nodding a little, Courtney looked back out at the lake. “I will. One day, my marriage and the divorce will be nothing but a faded memory.”

      “It will be. Even though it’s almost impossible to imagine when you’re in the thick of it,” he said. “But today you found a lawyer you can trust. You’ve added another person to your team.”

      She smiled, turning back to him. “I did. I now have a grand total of three, including myself. It’s a start.”

      “A good one at that.” 

      “I should add to it though,” she said. “I need to find an agent and a manager, which won’t be easy. A lot of people will be reluctant to take me on. Brock could make their lives difficult.”

      “He’s got that much clout?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” she told him.

      “There’s got to be someone who won’t be afraid of him,” Damien told her. “I wonder if Miranda might know someone.”

      “That’s a good idea. I’ll ask her.”

      Damien topped up her wine before pouring the tail end of the bottle into his own glass.

      Courtney smiled. “Thank you, Damien.”

      “You’re welcome. Should I open another bottle?”

      “No. I didn’t just mean thank you for the top up. I meant thank you for everything since I got here. You really pulled me out of my funk. A few days ago, if someone had told me I’d be doing this well already, I would have told them to go fuck themselves. And yet, here I am laughing and sharing a lovely meal with you.” 

      “Oh, well, don’t give me too much credit. I really only did it for selfish reasons.” He gave her a crooked smile that did something wonderful to her insides.

      Courtney gave him a skeptical look. “Selfish? How so?”

      “I had to do something to turn things around. You keep eating all my potato chips in the middle of the night.”

      Courtney laughed and nodded. “Sorry about that.”

      “It’s fine, really.” Damien gave her a serious look. “As long as it doesn’t happen again.”

      “You don’t scare me. I know you’re all bark.”

      “Oh believe me, I know how to bite.”

      He was flirting. And she was flirting right back and loving every second of it. She felt alive, which was so unexpected under the circumstances. Grinning at him, she said, “Go ahead and bite. I’d say I more than proved I can handle whatever you throw at me.”

      “Although you did puke, so it wasn’t quite as easy as you’re pretending.” Damien shook his head. “That honestly might have been my favorite moment with you so far. How you wiped your chin and kept going.”

      “Is that what it takes for a girl to impress a guy like you?” The words came out of her mouth before she could stop them. She knew how it sounded. It sounded as though she liked him in a way that she really shouldn’t. There was a momentary twinge of embarrassment, but the look on his face put her at ease. It was … heated. Interested. At least she wasn’t the only one whose mind had drifted into inappropriate waters.

      “Pretty much.” A curious look crossed Damien’s face as he switched topics. “What would you do if you weren’t acting?”

      “I don’t know. Be a director maybe? Or a mom?”

      “Really?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I would’ve loved to have had a family.”

      “What makes you talk about it like it’s in the past? You’re still young.”

      Courtney shrugged. “I’m thirty-seven and about to embark on a long, messy divorce. By the time I get my shit together, then kiss all those frogs until I find my prince, I’ll be too old.”

      Damien gave her a serious look. “Maybe it won’t take as long as you think.”

      Their eyes met. A moment of possibility passed between them. A possibility that terrified her. “I think it will take a long time before I can trust a man again.”

      A look that she could only interpret as disappointment flashed in his eyes, but he recovered fast, giving her a terse nod. “I’m sure it will.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Courtney lay in bed, her mind racing. This time, she wasn’t lost in the torment of her divorce. She was lost in her time with Damien. The entire day replayed over and over—the workouts, the laughter, the dinner, and somehow, the longing that had come from all of that. She thought of him lying in bed in the next room and wondered if he might be thinking of her. She thought about what it would feel like to kiss him. 

      Something about him had awakened desire in her. If she were really honest with herself, she would admit that she wanted him. She wanted to sneak into his bed right at that moment and straddle his lap and feel his hard body under her hands and feel him bury himself inside her. She wondered what he would feel like, how he would move, what he would say, how he would kiss her. The weight of his chiseled body on hers or his skin against hers would feel… divine. She stifled a sigh. 

      She shouldn’t be thinking about him like this. Not when they were destined to have nothing more than a professional relationship, or a friendship at most. She was only torturing herself with these thoughts and desires because neither of them could act on them. Not right now. Not in the situation she was in. 

      But a little fantasy couldn’t hurt, could it? Not really. No one would ever have to know. Especially not Damien. Thoughts of him flooded her mind as she brought her hands under the covers and slid them down her body, into her panties. She rubbed in slow circles over her tender, aching skin. She saw his face, his smile, imagined the feel of his lips on hers as she worked herself into a frenzy. She imagined it was his hands pleasing her like this, imagined feeling his tongue on her nipples, fantasized about his cock thrusting in and out slowly and forcefully as she quietly let go. Drifting off into the first peaceful sleep she’d had in as long as she could remember, Courtney dreamed of Damien.
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      The next three weeks were a torture like none Damien had ever known. In spite of his constant mantra of ‘she’s your client, she’s off limits,’ he fought daily with the urge to grab Courtney, throw her over his shoulder, and take her to bed. His longing for her had become almost unbearable, a frustration that pulsed through his body from morning to night. He’d spend his time trying not to think of her face or her body, but it was pointless. Inevitably, her voice would invade his thoughts—her laugh, her smile, or something she said would pop into his mind and he would end up back where he had been. 

      The last few days had been especially bad. There was something different about the way she’d started looking at him. A direct stare from those gorgeous doe eyes that held only one meaning. And he was no better. He found himself gazing into her eyes like a lovesick fool. Making excuses to be near her. “I’ll get that bowl down for you,” so he could brush up against her in the kitchen, or “Let me help you with that,” so he could take a jar from her hand to open it for her just so his fingers would touch hers for a tenth of a second. He was pathetic, and he didn’t know how much longer he could stand this situation.

      Courtney was curled up on his couch under a cozy blanket she had ordered (insisting that since she was a paying client, she should be allowed to have a few comforts of home brought in).

      Currently, she was reading 33 Strategies of War while Damien sat in an armchair making notes for himself about adjustments he needed to make to his program. Courtney had been coming along nicely in her training, but as they went through each lesson, he figured out ways to improve them. He should have been doing this in his office so he could concentrate, but somehow, he couldn’t tear himself away and had said he might as well work in the living room so he could answer any questions she had while she was reading. 

      “Listen to this: Being attacked is a sign that you are important enough to be a target. You should relish the attention and the chance to prove yourself.” She offered him a wry grin after she quoted the book. “Should I be grateful that Brock considers me important?”

      Chuckling, Damien said, “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      She got back to reading, while he did his best not to glance over at her every thirty seconds. The room was charged with sexual tension, and he knew she felt it too. He caught her looking over at him far more than if she wasn’t attracted to him.

      That night, they sat together by the campfire as the sky grew dark, and she unburdened herself, talking about her former life, while Damien just sat and listened. She’d been lonely, even though she was never alone. From the sounds of things, Brock had never been much of an attentive husband, and she’d been little more than arm candy, despite her efforts to be more to him. She had few people that she considered true friends and, instead, was surrounded by employees for the most part. Their loyalty and respect had been paid for, and she spoke of never really knowing if they had a genuine affection for her or if it was all an act. 

      She told him of how they all would sing her praises, insisting she was the most beautiful, the most brilliant of anyone in the film industry. But it was all bullshit. She hadn’t done any serious roles, but instead she’d been typecast as the Bond girl or the sexy reporter needing rescuing in an action movie. She’d scoffed when he used the word brilliant to describe her acting and had stared up at the moon when she told him she was anything but. 

      Damien felt a tug at his heart at the thought of how alone she’d been. He never would have suspected that he could feel sorry for someone like her. Someone who lived a life of such privilege, someone adored by the world. Yet he did. She had built a prison of fame and fortune for herself when she was little more than a girl—too young to know the cost of living her Hollywood dream. 

      Her voice echoed in his head. “The roles aren’t coming in like they used to. I’m hitting that age where the industry will toss me aside. It was only a matter of time, but it still hurts to find out you’re no longer considered attractive.”

      “No longer attractive? What are you talking about?” 

      “You know, because I’m—” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Almost forty.” 

      “So?” 

      “So, as an actress who has basically made a career out of playing the young, hot chick, you don’t exactly get work when you’re no longer young or hot.” Courtney sighed. “I knew it going in. It just stings a little more than I thought it would on the way out. But I shouldn’t complain. I had a good run.”

      “I have to say, I don’t have the first clue what you’re talking about. I doubt you’d find any man out there who would agree that you aren’t hot, or young, for that matter. You could easily pass for a girl in her mid-twenties.” 

      “Well, that’s very kind of you. If only you were running the movie studios.” Courtney poked at the campfire with a long stick. “It’s different for men. They still have value, even as they get older. Look at George Clooney. His career was just starting to take off when he was my age. But that’s always the way it’s been in the world. Men get better as they age. Women just age.”

      “Do you really believe that?” Damien asked.

      “No. But that’s how the world seems to think. I guess I have to do that thing women my age do—reinvent myself.”

      “Sounds smart.” 

      “But who would I be if I wasn’t Courtney Bennett?”

      “Who would you want to be?” His voice was gentle.

      She stared at him for a long moment before answering. “I have no fucking clue.” 

      Then she laughed, a deep, lovely belly laugh that made him sad. When she stopped, her face grew serious. “No one would be interested in the real me. If I’m not the Courtney Bennett, no one will want to know me.” 

      “What makes you say that?” He stared at her, mesmerized by her beautiful face and her smooth, pretty voice. 

      “Lots of things. I like reading more than after-parties. If I could, I would eat pizza instead of salad every day of the week and twice on Sundays. I prefer to wear sweatpants and sneakers over Chanel suits and Louboutins. And regardless of what I said in that Entertainment Hourly interview, I would rather go fishing than shopping. None of those things makes me interesting.” 

      “They make you normal.”

      Courtney shook her head. “Normal is boring. No one likes boring.” 

      “That’s not true.” Damien cracked open another beer. “You know what, Ms. Bennett? I spent over twenty years in the Marines. Living in camps in all different parts of the world, fighting on the front lines for reasons I still don’t understand. And I can honestly tell you that every day of those two decades, if someone had offered me an afternoon of fishing and eating pizza or lying around with a good book, I would have been thrilled.”

      “Now you can do all those things …” she said, looking over at him.

      “I can. And I’m grateful to be alive to enjoy the good stuff.” He thought about the good stuff of life and how intimacy was a part that had been missing for him for far too long. Staring over at her beautiful face as the flames from the fire lit it up, his mind wandered to an image of him burying his face in her neck, kissing her soft skin, then pulling her onto his lap.

      “Would you like another beer?” she asked, interrupting his thoughts. 

      “I better not.” He couldn’t afford to give himself any excuse to act on his desire. “We should both hit the hay. Six a.m. will be here fast.”

      Courtney groaned and pulled a face. “But it’s so lovely out here.”

      Damien stood and picked up the bucket of water he kept next to the fire. “Too bad the guy in charge of the program is such a hardass.”

      He doused the flames, a clear metaphor for what he must do with the ones burning inside himself as well.

      A little while later, Damien stood at the sink in his bathroom, staring at his reflection. 

      Don’t be stupid. You cannot make a move on this woman. She is your client. She is married. Well, not really very married anymore. It’s just a matter of time until the divorce is final. Her husband wouldn’t care in the least if you slept together. 

      But Damien would. There was no honor in what he wanted to do—to take advantage of a woman who was at her most vulnerable. No matter how strong she was, she was still in the middle of an absolute emotional upheaval. And for him to want her was just plain wrong, not to mention stupid. He needed her to help him get his business off the ground, and it’s not like they had a contract or anything. It was a handshake deal. If they started up something more together and it went sour, he’d lose everything he’d spent years working toward. 

      Unless, somehow, she would want to ... What? Build a life together? The beauty and the broke Marine? He nearly laughed out loud at the thought, then splashed some cold water on his face and patted it dry with a hand towel. Nothing was going to come of this. No matter how badly he wanted it to.
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        * * *

      

      “All right, Marine, you ready to grovel?” Courtney stood in the middle of the living room, facing Damien. They had moved the furniture aside to create a large open space. Quiet new age music played in the background. 

      Damien stood in front of her in shorts and a tight white T-shirt. He yawned loudly. “How hard can it be if you do it in bare feet?”

      “You’ll see. I’m going to have you twisted and stretched in ways you never thought possible.” She stood in mountain pose with her feet together, back straight, arms folded in front of her heart in prayer. 

      “Umm, I’m pretty sure I can handle standing still.”

      “We’ll see how tough you’re talking in an hour. Now, let’s begin with sun salutations.” She took a deep breath and raised her gaze to the ceiling, reaching up with outstretched arms and arching her back before folding her upper body down and touching the floor with her hands. “Legs straight, but don’t lock your knees. It’s fine if your hands don’t touch the ground. Don’t force it. Yoga isn’t about force—it’s about listening to your body and asking it to do more.” 

      She looked through her legs at him to make sure he was doing it properly, only to see him tilting his head to look at her, his eyes trained on her ass. The look in his eyes upped the temperature in the room a full five degrees, but she pretended not to notice. “Well done, Damien. Now bend your knees if you have to and let your palms rest on the floor. Bring your right leg behind you, now your left foot follows it into high plank. Very good. Now follow me into cobra. Good. Lift your tailbone up to the sky as we move into downward dog. Don’t worry if your heels don’t touch the floor. Just go as far as you can to feel the stretch through your hamstrings.”

      Her skin practically hummed the path his gaze followed as she pushed her bottom high in the air. Or maybe she just wanted him to be looking again. “Now, right foot forward into lunge. Left follows. Return to forward fold. And reach up tall, raise your arms behind you, and gently lift your chest to the sky.” She took him through the salutation two more times, then she stood and guided him while he did the next two. 

      She watched his powerful body move into downward dog, and stood behind him, placing her hands on his hips and gently helping him correct his position. She ran a hand over his muscular back, loving the feeling of it. “Try to flatten your back.”

      “Ouch,” he grunted, doing as she told him. “From the outside, it looks like I’m doing nothing, but on the inside, it’s a whole lot of hurt.”

      “Giving up?” Her voice verged on taunting. 

      “Never.”

      “Suit yourself. Right leg lunge. Follow with left. Good.”

      When they finished that, she informed him it was time for some ballet. “Let’s start with a simple plié.” 

      She demonstrated, her feet pointed out at a forty-five-degree angle, arms in a loose second position in front of her. “One thing about you, you won’t need any correction on your posture.” 

      Damien almost smiled, and she could tell he was pretending not to enjoy the compliment.

      “We’ll do this for a full minute before moving on to side leg lifts.” 

      “A minute?”

      “Should we make it two?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at him. “Lower. Lower. And hold, two, three, four. Back up. Arms stay in second position. Right here.” His arms made her fingers look so small as they rested on his forearms to guide them out to the desired position. His skin was soft, and he smelled like soap, and aftershave, and him. 

      She moved in front of him, trying to ignore her desire to place her hands on his strong jaw and plant the mother of all kisses on him. “Front leg lifts now. Keep your toes pointed, like this. We’ll do twenty on each side.”

      By the time the ballet section of the workout was over, Damien had beads of sweat rolling down his face, which Courtney couldn’t help but grin at. This was hard, and she knew he’d have no choice but to admit it very soon. “Now we’re going to work on your balance, then some Pilates, then flexibility.” 

      “No problem,” he said, even though he was wincing.

      “Let’s start with tree pose. I’ll show you the easy version first.”

      “No need.”

      “Okay then. Tuck your right foot on the inside of your left upper thigh like this. As soon as you have your balance, bring your hands to heart center, and raise them above your head like this.” 

      Damien wobbled side to side, then back and forth, fighting to get his foot above his knee while remaining steady. Pulling on her acting skills, she pretended not to notice. Or be amused by his stubbornness. “There’s no shame in doing the easier version.” 

      “Yes, there is.” He grunted and wobbled, then lost his balance, letting his foot touch the floor. “Shit.”

      “Just try again. Don’t judge yourself. Listen to your body.”

      “What if my body is saying no?” he asked, finally allowing himself to grimace at her.

      Damien struggled until he finally forced himself into the position, then held it. “Got it!” 

      “Great. Now we’ll hold it for five slow breaths.” His face was turning bright red, and he was holding his breath, his chest shuddering in uneven spurts of effort. “You’re not breathing. You need to take long, slow breaths, remember?” 

      “Yeah, I’m breathing.” His tone was short.

      “No, you’re not.” 

      “Well, if I’m not breathing, why haven’t I passed out yet?”

      “Damien …” Courtney’s voice took on a teacher-like quality. 

      Losing his balance again, Damien let his foot drop with a loud thump. “Son of a …” He righted himself and started over. “How the fuck are you still standing there like that?” 

      By the end of the hour, Damien was dripping with sweat, while Courtney had the slightest pink in her cheeks. She gave him a triumphant grin. “Ready to admit it?”

      “Admit what?”

      “That my workout is hard, too?”

      “Pfft. We barely moved,” he scoffed. 

      “Let’s keep going then.” She directed him to a wide-leg stance, with his legs straight and his torso bent over, hands on the floor.

      He swallowed hard. “This feels … great.”

      “You’re doing really well. Maybe we could go back to doing some more ballet now?” 

      “I would, but I just remembered I left some clothes in the dryer. I can’t let them get all wrinkly.”

      “Okay, let’s release the pose now.” She rolled up to standing but Damien didn’t move. “You can stand up.”

      “I’m just not done with this stretch yet.” Sweat dripped onto the floor from his forehead. “Feels so good. You go hit the showers. I’ll finish up here in a bit.”

      “I thought you had clothes in the dryer?” She tucked her teeth between her lips, trying not to laugh. He was very clearly stuck.

      “In a minute. You go ahead.”

      “You’re stuck, aren’t you?”

      “A little bit.”

      Laughing, Courtney crouched down and tilted her face so she could look into his eyes. “Admit it. It’s hard.”

      “Never. It’s child’s play.”

      “Legs cramping up yet?”

      His voice had gone up two octaves, giving the game away. “Nope. Nothing I can’t handle.” 

      “Just say it, and I’ll help you get out of this position without you getting hurt.”

      “I don’t want to. I like this pose. It’s my favorite one so far.”

      “Say it, Young,” she barked.

      “This really fucking hurts.” 

      “Yes! Victory is mine!” She wrapped her hands on the backs of his knees and gently pulled them so they bent a bit. From here, Damien was able to drop to one knee, then he rolled onto his back on the floor, chuckling at himself.

      Courtney sat next to him, joining him in his laughter.

      “Thank Christ that’s over,” he admitted, finally.

      “We should do that a few times a week. Think of how flexible you’ll get.”

      “Never,” he said, turning to look at her. “Never again. That’s way too hard.”

      They grinned at each other, and Courtney could feel the pulse of heat between them. She envisioned him rolling on top of her, pinning her to the floor and her spreading her legs and wrapping them around his waist. Afraid he could read her mind, she quickly stood and said, “Okay, great workout.”

      Damien seemed to snap out of the moment too, quickly standing and saying, “I better go check on the clothes.”

      Courtney swiped her phone off the coffee table. There was a message from Miranda.

      
        
        I have a somewhat odd message I wanted to run by you. Someone who claims they used to work with you has been reaching out to my peers and recently got in touch with me. Says her name’s Dawn Nichols—and she says it’s really important she speaks with you. Of course, I didn’t confirm or deny that you’re my client, but I wanted to let you know. She says she knows something important, something that will help your case. Want me to follow up?

      

      

      She sat and stared at the message for a few minutes, trying to decide what to do. As far as Courtney was concerned, Dawn was part of the team that had been screwing her over for years. But that didn’t make her a bad person, necessarily—just a person caught in a bad situation. Dawn had no power whatsoever at HGA, and Courtney knew exactly what that felt like. And what if Dawn really could help her? She owed it to herself to find out, but she was going to have to be very careful. She wrote back to Miranda.

      
        
        Dawn works for Yolanda. I’m honestly not sure if we can trust her, but if we can, she would definitely be able to provide valuable information.

      

      

      Courtney waited while Miranda wrote back.

      
        
        Let me look into this before I give her the go ahead to call you. See what my people can find out before we risk giving her access to you.
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      “Okay, name the thing you’re most proud of. Go,” Damien said. It was a hot day, and they decided that after that tough workout, a dip in the lake would be just the thing to do.

      Courtney faced him while she treaded water, looking absolutely stunning in her bikini. It was small and white and hid nothing. “Hmm. That’s a tough one. I don’t have that many things that I’m all that proud about.” 

      He tried to ignore how sexy she was with her wet hair shining in the sun. “Quit kidding around and tell me. I want to get to the good stuff.” 

      “No, I’m serious. I’m not really proud of myself for … anything, really.” 

      “How is that possible? You’re one of the most recognizable people on the planet. You’ve starred in how many blockbusters, and you’re sitting there with a straight face trying to say you haven’t accomplished anything?”

      “Technically, I’m not sitting. I’m treading.”

      Damien narrowed his eyes at her. “Fine, you’re treading there trying to say you haven’t accomplished anything.”

      “I don’t know. I guess, I just feel like I haven’t done anything important, you know? All the movies I made were just fluff, and I pretty much just played the eye-candy, if we’re really going to be honest.” Courtney took a couple of strokes away from him, then turned back.

      “But you’re extremely talented. You must know that.”

      “I did my best each time, but it’s not as though I’ve ever had a serious role, you know? Nothing I’ve done has ever been even considered for an award. I’ve never made a film that would change how people see the world or told an important story that needed to be told.”

      “Why haven’t you?” 

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. I guess I fell into the action films and kept getting offered those roles, so I kept taking them. I think after a while, I stopped considering myself a serious actor and just started to believe that my place was as Valka, Viking Warrior Queen. Stupid of me when I think about it.”

      Damien swam toward her but stopped short of reaching for her waist to pull her close. “Not everyone can do what you can do. You have to be in amazing shape to be able to do all those action scenes, right? Plus, you have to be able to act, which you can.”

      “You're very kind, but I’ve never done anything that important.”

      “I disagree, but if you want to get other roles, I know you can.” 

      Courtney sighed. “I don’t know. My entire career might be over for all I know. At the moment, it’s not looking good.” 

      He glared at her. “All right, out of the water now.”

      “What?! Why?”

      “Every time you say some self-defeatist bullshit, you're going to give me ten pushups."

      Courtney gave him a scowl but swam to shore and got out of the water. He watched as she dropped to the sand. “Let’s go! And I want to hear you say, ‘My career is not over. My career is just beginning!’” he shouted, thoroughly enjoying the sight of her nearly nude, wet body as she moved. 

      On second thought, maybe the pushups were a terrible idea.
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        * * *

      

      Courtney stared at the phone number again, trying to decide whether or not to place the call. She had just gotten off the phone with Miranda. According to Miranda, Dawn had quit the agency and, after a lengthy call, Miranda seemed confident that Dawn was sincere in her desire to help Courtney. “It's a lifeline, Courtney," Miranda had said. "The first real one we've had. Hear her out, but there's no need for you to disclose anything to her."

      And so now it was up to her. According to Miranda, Dawn was waiting for her call. She pulled on the strap of her sundress, which had slid down onto her shoulder, then bit her lip.

      Damien sat at the kitchen table and was working on his laptop, preparing for a meeting with another banker. He looked up when she entered the room. “I think you should go for it.”

      “No risk, no reward, right?” She dialed the number and paced the room while she waited for Dawn to answer.

      “Courtney, I'm so glad you called,” Dawn said, her voice louder than Courtney had ever heard it before.

      “I have to admit, I almost didn't," Courtney said. "But as Miranda explained to me, there's no risk in hearing you out.”

      “You're going to be so glad you called because I've got something that's going to make your case so much easier! But first, let me just say how sorry I am about how things went down. I wish I could've done something in the moment to stop it. And as soon as it all happened, I promised myself I was going to quit, but not before I could figure out a way to help you.”

      So far, Courtney liked what she was hearing, but she still couldn't be sure if Dawn quitting the agency was just some sort of game they were all in on. “Well, that means a lot to me, Dawn.”

      “You were always so good to me, which, as you know, isn't always the case with clients. Or the bosses, for that matter.”

      “Yes, I know that by heart.”

      “They never should've treated you that way,” Dawn said, emotion causing her voice to shake a little. “To not only take Brock's side on this and just leave you out to dry, but to make it seem like you were the one who was responsible for his affair?” Dawn let out a growl of disapproval. “They’re monsters. All of them.”

      Courtney glanced at Damien, who wasn’t even pretending to work. Instead, he was listening with rapt attention. Knowing she had to be strategic and not say too much, she said, ‘It's hard to know who to trust in this whole thing.”

      “I hope that, over time, you’ll start to trust me.”

      “I hope so too,” Courtney said, meaning it. “My team has shrunk considerably in recent weeks.”

      “Well, what I have to say should prove that you can add me to your team, if you want. I have evidence that is really going to help your case.” Dawn’s excitement was infectious, and Courtney's heart rate picked up a bit.

      “What kind of evidence?”

      “Emails between Yolanda, Paul and Steve.” Steve was Brock’s agent, a skeezy bastard Courtney had never liked. “Three weeks before the story broke about Brock and Tiffany, Brock had already told Steve he needed to find a way out of his marriage with you. The emails started right away—the three of them cooking up this plan. You were sabotaged from the start. Everything was a setup. They’re the ones who took the photos of Brock and Tiffany kissing, and they gave it to Gordon so that you’d be blindsided on camera, hoping you’d freak out.”

      Courtney's body went numb listening to the lengths the people she had trusted most in this world had gone to get rid of her. “Brock sent me a video recently—one of me freaking out in my kitchen, but it wasn’t me.”

      “The deep fake?” Dawn cut her off. “I can’t believe they actually did it! Holy shit—yes, Courtney, they talk about it in the emails! There’s a script and everything. I didn’t think they’d have the balls to do it, though.”

      Thank goodness for small mercies. “They filmed it in my kitchen. Where was I?”

      “Remember how Yolanda sent you to see that new dermatologist?”

      “Oh my God, that was why she booked me there?” Courtney flopped into a kitchen chair.

      “Yup.”

      “Wow, they really are monsters.”

      “Pure evil,” Dawn agreed. “I hope you know I had no idea any of this was happening until it was all over. I knew something was up, but I thought it was just them trying to cover up his affair. I wish I had known what they were really up to. At least then, I could have warned you.”

      Courtney's mind raced as she tried to keep up with everything she was learning. If what Dawn was saying was true, and she could produce evidence, this would be everything she needed to win—to come out on top. She would have her own nuclear weapon to wield against all of them. “So, you have all of this in writing?”

      “I do.”

      “How did you get it?” Courtney asked, worrying that if the information had been illegally obtained, it wouldn't be admissible in court. She stood up and started pacing the room again, ready to fight back.

      “Do you remember that iPad Yolanda kept complaining about?”

      “Vaguely.”

      “Well, she hated that thing. After we left you in Aspen, she made me go straight to the Apple Store and buy her a new one. She told me I could keep the old one. Nobody bothered to wipe it or delete access to Yolanda's emails and text messages. To be honest, I kind of forgot about it until I started unpacking my suitcase—I’ve been so busy I hadn’t even had energy to unpack. Once I opened it and realized that we have everything we need just sitting there, I quit the next morning, and I've been trying to reach you ever since.”

      Tears of relief filled Courtney's eyes, and she smiled at Damien, who wore a hopeful expression. “Dawn, if this is real, I’m going to owe you big time.”

      “Oh, it's real. I've backed up everything on the cloud and I can have all the emails sent to you immediately. It's got everything, Courtney. There are even exchanges between them with directorial notes on the deep fake video.”

      Courtney laughed, joy spreading through her at the news. “Are you serious?”

      “Completely. You’re going to have him by the balls.”

      “Oh, girl, the last thing I ever want to do is get close to his balls again. Believe me.”

      The two shared a laugh, then they spoke for a few minutes, deciding that Dawn would drop off the iPad to Miranda.

      When the conversation was winding down, Courtney said, “Can I just say how confident you sound? You were always so quiet when you worked for Yolanda.” 

      “This is what I sound like in real life, actually. You know, when I’m not playing the shrinking violet.” Dawn laughed a little. 

      “Good for you. I’m relieved to know there was a confident woman hiding in there the whole time,” Courtney said.

      “And I’m glad she’s still here after years of putting up with their crap,” Dawn said. “Listen, I should let you go. I’ll head over to drop off the iPad at Miranda’s office in a few minutes.”

      “Thank you so much, Dawn,” Courtney said. “You have no idea what this means to me.”

      “Believe me, it’s my pleasure.”

      When they hung up, Courtney let out a whoop, feeling the biggest high she had since this whole nightmare had started. Damien, who looked almost as excited as she felt, stood up and she ran to him, jumping into his arms. She knew she shouldn’t have done it, but she couldn’t help herself. She needed to celebrate with the man who had lifted her up and supported her through all of this. She grinned down at him, a thrill radiating through her as she waited to see what he would do.
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        * * *

      

      “Can you believe it?” Damien asked, lifting her up and spinning them in a circle.

      She laughed with pure joy, her mouth mere inches from his. “I can’t. It’s too good to be true.”

      He smiled up at her, loving how she felt in his arms. The scent of her perfume enveloped him, and he loved the feeling of his hands under her perfect ass, holding her against him. Her flirty, short sundress rode up, and he wanted her to wrap her legs around his waist more than anything. 

      Their celebratory hug quickly turned into a real embrace, and she slowly slid down his body until her feet touched the floor as they both seemed to realize what was happening. Her arms wrapped around his neck, and his were around her waist. He knew he should let go, but he couldn’t. He needed to redirect them back to celebrating, where it was safe.

      “You did it,” he said, pride surging through him at how she had handled the call.

      “I didn’t do anything except get the good news.” Courtney said, her voice thick with emotion. 

      God, she was gorgeous. “Not true. You handled that perfectly. You didn’t say too much or give anything away, just in case.”

      “Do you think I need to worry about Dawn?” she asked, still not letting go.

      “I don’t think so. She’s about to hand over everything you need to nail Brock’s ass to the wall. No way they’d want her to do that,” he answered, glancing down at her lips. 

      Lifting herself onto her toes, Courtney moved closer to him. “Good point,” she whispered. “I think it’s safe.”

      “I think so too,” he said, knowing they were no longer talking about Dawn. Do not kiss her. Do not do it. 

      Courtney inched closer to him, her mouth so close to his that he could feel the warmth of her lips. 

      He swallowed hard and fought every urge he was feeling long enough to say, “We can’t do this.”

      “Because I’m married?”

      “Married?” His head snapped back a little. “You’re hardly married. It’s because you don’t need the complications of a rebound—and I don’t need the complications of a connection with a client.”

      She nodded, disappointment filling her eyes as she slid her arms down from his neck and down to his chest. But then she gave him a sexy smile as she balled up his T-shirt with her fist. “What about a connection with a friend? Would that make it okay?” 

      Before he could answer, she had closed the distance between them, pulling him down until her mouth met his, hungry and wet.
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      Her heart pounded as her lips brushed against his. Would he kiss her back? Would he push her away? She didn’t have to wait long for the answer because as soon as the questions flashed through her mind, he was kissing her back, his mouth hot against hers. She parted her lips, wanting more of him. Wanting his tongue inside her, wanting him to consume her right here in the kitchen. After weeks of wanting, watching, and waiting, after restless nights of wishing and willing him to come to her, it was finally happening. He finally had his muscular body pressed up against hers. He was finally kissing her, his hands on her hips, gripping her tightly.

      He pulled back a bit, and she moaned into his mouth, tugging him closer to stop him from trying to slow things down. She had to have him. Now. She felt like she might die if they didn’t do this. 

      Courtney rubbed her hands from his chest to his shoulders, then moved them up into his thick, short hair. She pulled him closer to her and lifted her right leg, hooking it around his hip so she could feel the hard length of him through the fabric of her panties and his jeans.

      That was all it took. He gripped her ass and lifted her up into his arms, allowing her to rub against him exactly where she needed it most. Their mouths never left each other as she ground her hips against him, moaning with passion and whispering his name. She would beg if she had to. Nothing mattered more at this moment than this connection. This feeling. She was all but lost to reality.

      “We shouldn’t,” he murmured in between kisses.

      Courtney pulled back and looked him dead in the eyes. “Oh, we absolutely should.”

      His mouth was on hers again, his tongue thrusting into her mouth, making her think of what he would do with it between her thighs. Setting her gently on the table, he tugged the straps of her sundress down, exposing her breasts to him. He rubbed her pink nipples with his thumbs until they puckered against his rough skin, driving her wild with desire. She spread her legs and leaned her head back as he lowered his mouth to her breasts, carefully teasing each nipple until they were tight peaks of pleasure. 

      “Yes, Damien, yes,” she moaned, reaching for the button on his jeans. 

      He stilled her hand. “No, we can’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m not crossing that line with you,” he told her, and she could see in his eyes that he meant it. “Not unless we’re both sure where this is going.”

      She panted, desperate to have him. “I can totally do friends with benefits.”

      “Well, I can’t. Not with you.” He crushed her mouth with his to stop her from arguing, then slid his hand over the front of her panties and down to her slit. 

      Courtney pressed herself against his hand, spreading her legs wider to give him more access. Damien accepted what she was offering, pushing the tiny fabric out of the way and dragging his fingers against her already wet pussy. He pushed one finger inside slowly, torturing both of them by taking his time. 

      She watched him from under hooded eyes as he devoured her breast with his mouth, squeezing her other one with his free hand. He entered her with another finger, and her clit was plump and ready for him. She wanted more. She wanted everything, and the fact that he wouldn’t give it to her only made her more greedy.

      He pulsed his fingers inside her, teasing her clit and rubbing exactly where and how she needed him to. Lifting his face to hers, he kissed her hard on the mouth, his tongue mirroring what his hand was doing inside her. Her orgasm built, and she simultaneously wanted to let go and make it last at the same time. She was both enraptured with what he was doing and terrified he’d never do it again. He made slow, firm circular motions, driving her more and more wild. She sucked in a breath, then her breathing became ragged as her climax built. Her back arched as her pussy tensed, and waves of pleasure ripped through her, leaving her panting and her body wrung out. 

      He stilled his hand, letting her finish as she rubbed herself against his fingers. Their foreheads rested on each other, and she opened her eyes, seeing the unmistakable look of lust in his blue eyes.

      She pulled him close again, kissing him hard and fumbling to undo his jeans, but he pulled away. Standing over her, he ran his hands up and down her thighs as she lay before him, exposed, satisfied, and still wanting more. 

      “We need to slow down,” he said, returning her panties to their rightful place. He gently pulled up her dress, covering her again, then took her hands in his and helped her sit up. Sliding her straps back over her shoulders, he lifted one hand and planted a gentle kiss on her lips. “We need to think this through before we do something that could complicate both our lives.” 

      He kissed her again, and she ached for him to change his mind and give her what she really needed, but he was right. The timing couldn’t be worse for them to find each other and fall in love. Was that what this was? Love? Because it certainly felt like it. It felt like something she’d never had before. Something real and honest and deep. This was nothing like her relationship with Brock, even at the beginning, when she thought it was real. 

      Letting out a sigh, Damien rested his forehead on hers. “You have no idea how hard it is for me to stop here.”

      “Is it?” she asked, pulling back and searching his eyes for the truth.

      “It’s both the best and the worst decision I’ve ever made,” he told her. “The cold shower I’m going to have to take is going to last at least two hours.”

      Courtney grinned at him, falling a little more for him due to the fact that he was stopping. She stared at him, wondering if maybe, just maybe, after the divorce was final, they could try to turn this into something. 

      “I have to go get ready for my meeting at the bank,” he said, kissing her one last time. 

      She watched him walk out of the room, hating that he had to leave. As she stood up, she decided right then and there that things were not going to be over with them before they could really begin. Damien Young was the best thing that ever happened to her. And if he thought he’d be able to leave it at that, he’d forgotten one crucial thing—she knew both the strategy implemented and the importance of playing the long game. 

      He taught it to her, and she would put his tutelage to the test.
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        * * *

      

      Damien stood under the spray of hot water, hands pressed against the wall. This woman had him on the ropes. He hadn’t been able to think of anything other than getting her into bed and getting himself inside her for weeks, and to get that close, then stop, was akin to torture. She had him. He was hers if she wanted him. The taste of her mouth on his tongue, the feeling of her lips against his, her delicate fingers making their way down his chest. He was rock hard thinking about it, even though he’d relieved himself of his longing for her as soon as he’d gone to bed every night for weeks. 

      He let the moment fade from his memory, picking up the soap and rubbing it over his body. He needed to put a stop to what he was feeling for her. He couldn’t even put a name to it. It was a deep, primal feeling, more than just wanting to bury his cock in her. If he were honest with himself, he would admit that he wanted to be with her.

      Really be with her. 

      He wanted to listen to her talk, and hold her when she cried, and make her laugh, and watch her sleep, and … and he needed to stop thinking about any of it. She was his client. He would let her stay until they finished the program, but in the end, she would have to go back to her life in Hollywood, and he would be left here alone. He had to stay strong, no matter what. 

      It was the only chance he had to keep his heart in one piece. 

      But he needed to set all the longing aside because, in a few minutes, he’d be getting in his truck and going to one of the most important meetings of his life. There was one investor left in the area who hadn’t already turned him down, and if there was one thing Damien needed to do right then, it was focus.
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        * * *

      

      A week had passed since Damien had let his guard down and they had given into their feelings for each other. Since then, Damien hadn’t come near Courtney, which had her so frustrated she could hardly bear it. He was still every bit as encouraging and amazing to her, but if she gave him that look, he would avert his gaze. The only remotely PG-13 thing that had happened since the day on the kitchen table was when they passed each other in the hallway, him in only a towel. Courtney ogled him freely as he shifted out of her way. She stopped in front of him and ran a finger down his naked chest. “What I would do with what’s under that towel ...”

      Damien had closed his eyes, his jaw grinding with frustration. “Wrong time, wrong circumstance.”

      She had leaned into his ear and said, “Right man.” 

      Then she sauntered away, hoping his eyes were trained on her ass. That had been a few days ago, and since then, a seed of self-doubt nestled in her. Maybe he wasn’t as attracted to her as she thought. After all, they were living together alone in the woods where no one would see them, and she had made it incredibly clear she wanted him. And yet, he wouldn’t make a move. 

      She thought about how he was with her that day—all passion and fire—and shook the memory away. 

      Maybe she was just kidding herself. What if he was just throwing her a bone because he felt sorry for her? The thought made her shudder. She snapped her attention back to the workbook she should be concentrating on. Today’s lesson was on resilience, which was exactly what she needed right then. Not just because of the divorce, but because Damien was turning her down just by being so near her but refusing to make a move.

      At least she could turn her attention to how quickly things were moving with her divorce. Miranda had gotten the ball rolling on proving the video was fake and preparing their settlement offer. She also was preparing to sue HGA for breach of contract and mismanagement of Courtney’s career. By the time Miranda was done with them, Yolanda and Paul would be lucky to buy a ticket to go watch a movie, let alone be part of the machine making them. 

      She had also spoken to Dawn every day, who now was fully on her side. After all, she could have sold the information she had to TMZ, and yet, she hadn’t done it. She was proving her loyalty. Just like Damien. He could’ve sold pictures of Courtney falling apart, but he hadn’t. He was loyal, too. And thoughtful. Encouraging. Not to mention incredibly sexy. 

      Unable to focus on her reading, Courtney got up and swiped her phone off the coffee table, then went outside and called Dawn. 

      “Hey Courtney, how’s it going today?”

      “Good, working on some resilience lessons today. What’s happening there?”

      “The press has named them,” Dawn said, referring to Brock and Tiffany.

      Courtney expected the news to sting, but it didn’t, which was a clear sign to her that she was already moving on in her heart. “Let me guess, Brockanny? Has a better ring to it than Tiffock.”

      “Yup. And they are totally leaning into it. Showing up all over the place as a happy couple—it’s embarrassing, really. Worse than the Brangelina disaster and look how that went.”

      “So gross. She’s way too young for him.”

      “Way to cling desperately to your youth, you giant asshat,” Dawn agreed.

      Courtney burst out laughing. “No doubt. But enough about them. How are you doing?”

      “I’m okay. Paying my bills is becoming more of a challenge, however.”

      “Are you thinking of applying at some other agencies, or do you want out of the business altogether?”

      “As crazy as it sounds, I'd still love to be an agent. I never had a shot at representing clients at HGA, and I definitely don’t want to work for one of the monster agencies again. I’m hoping to get on at some small boutique agency. I'll have to start from the ground up, but if I could do it someplace with a soul, that would be my dream.”

      "Why not start your own agency?”

      “I wasn’t even a full-fledged manager at HGA, just an assistant. No one would take me seriously.” 

      “I would,” Courtney says. “And I happen to be in the market for a new manager.” 

      "Are you serious, Courtney?" Hope filled Dawn’s voice.

      “Completely. I could be your first client. But I should warn you, representing me might put you out of the running for a lot of big names. No matter how this shakes out, Brock is always going to have a lot of power in Hollywood."

      “But I don’t need hundreds of clients. Just a few good ones,” Dawn said. “Do you really think I could go from being an assistant to running my own agency?”

      “You absolutely can–you were already doing the job while Yolanda took all the credit. You’ve got the connections and the work ethic—and when I come back with you as my manager, it’ll get some attention. It’s your call, but promise me you’ll think about it.” 

      “I will,” said Dawn. “Give me … give me twenty-four hours, okay?”

      “Deal.”

      Courtney hung up, only to see that Damien was standing in the doorway to the living room wearing a dress shirt, slacks, and a tie. He looked ridiculously handsome as he smiled at her. “That sounded important.”

      “It was. To paraphrase our boy Robert Greene: Good strategy is looking beyond the present battle and calculating ahead.”

      He offered her a proud smile. “Wise words to live by.”

      “I’ve been doing my homework. My goal is to go back to Hollywood with the right team in place to ensure my success. Dawn will be an integral part of that team, should she decide to go for it.”

      “And you know you can trust her because she’s got a veritable gold mine of information she could have sold to the press, but she hasn’t done it.”

      “Exactly. Honestly, Damien, she would have been set for years if she took those files over to TMZ.”

      “She’s proven her loyalty and then some.” 

      “Plus all the help she’s offered to go back through the scripts that HGA rejected on my behalf. She said there were a few amazing roles they turned down. Even a couple she thought might be Oscar-worthy. If she can go back to the producers and let them know I’m open, it could be a huge boost for my career.” She stopped talking, then realized that this gorgeous man before her had been listening. Like, really listening to her. He was damn near perfection. If only he wanted her like she wanted him. “Anyway, I’ll stop talking so you can get to your meeting.”

      Glancing at his watch, he said, “Yeah, I better run. I don’t want to be late.”

      “Good luck today. I know you’re going to kick ass.”

      He clicked his teeth, looking suddenly unsure of himself. “All I’m doing today is finding out whether they’re going to back me.”

      “I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you,” she said, wanting desperately to walk up to him and give him a good luck kiss to remember. But she didn’t. Instead, she gave him a thumbs up. “You got this.”

      “Thanks.” He swallowed, staring back at her for an extra moment, one that made her wonder if maybe he really was as honorable as he seemed, instead of just not that into her. But there was no way she was going to ask. Not when the answer mattered this much.
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      By the time Damien got back, the sun was low in the sky. He drove up the long, winding driveway to his house, frustration burning through him. The meeting was a disaster. The investor brought up every point that Clark had told him already. No experience. No assets. Wrong background. And now he was about to walk back into a situation that was every bit as tense for him as having his business proposal shot down—living with the only woman he wanted to be with and not allowing himself to be with her. 

      Courtney was on his mind day and night. He ached for her. There were moments that he told himself to toss his morals out the window and just have his way with her. After all, she wanted it too. She could not have been more clear about that. But he wouldn’t do it. Not now. Not when she was busy making plans to leave. 

      Her eyes lit up that morning when she had talked about getting better roles. Oscar-worthy stuff. She needed success, not some failed businessman holding her back. Which was exactly why they were not going to sleep together. He knew if he let things go that far, he’d never want to let her go.

      When he got inside, the smell of something delicious cooking drew him to the kitchen, where he found Courtney wearing that little sundress again, only this time with an apron over it. It was all so domestic and comforting, and dammit if he wasn’t going to need a cold shower again. She turned, offering him a tentative smile that nearly melted his resolve. He loosened his tie and unfastened the top two buttons of his shirt.

      “Smells amazing,” he told her, but what he really meant was I want to fuck you so badly, it hurts.

      “Lasagna and garlic bread are in the oven, and I was just finishing the salad,” she said, pointing to the bowl on the counter. “So? Am I preparing you a celebration or consolation dinner?”

      He grunted. “The second one.”

      Her face fell. 

      “I’m sorry, Damien,” she said, cracking a beer and handing it to him. “But don’t lose hope. You’re going to make this happen. I know it.”

      Shaking his head, he said, “I wish I was so sure. It’s a solid plan. I know it is. Hell, even the guy I met with today agreed. But it’s too risky because I don’t have the right background.”

      “Will you show me your proposal?” 

      “Why?”

      “I’d like to see if I can help somehow, after all the help you’ve given me,” she told him. “I know I don’t have an MBA or anything, but maybe I’ll be able to spot something you’re missing.”

      He nodded and brought his tablet over, offering it to her. They stood next to each other, leaning against the counter while she flipped through it, taking her time to look at the plans for the facilities. 

      “These cabins are gorgeous. Very luxe. You’d definitely be able to attract clients with deep pockets.”

      “That’s what the goal is,” he told her, feeling a hint of pride at being able to impress her with his taste. He’d designed everything, which was far from his wheelhouse. But he’d deep dived into research on interior design, visited several of the best spas and fitness centers the USA had to offer, and had spent months pouring that research into these designs. All the materials were natural—stone, plaster, wood. He’d spent thousands commissioning an architect to draw up his vision and then hired a digital illustrator to bring those designs to life, so investors could really see his vision. “Each one with this view, the hot tubs, sauna, outdoor showers …” she said. “And the lodge with the training room and classroom? Wow. It’s amazing, Damien.”

      They got to the section about the financials, and Damien’s jaw tightened a bit, locking up in discomfort. Not having the kind of money he needed wasn’t exactly a good feeling, especially when standing next to a woman who could likely buy ten retreats like this without even thinking about it. 

      She made a little hmph sound, then said, “So, you’re asking for five million to get everything up and running.”

      Nodding, he said, “Yeah, I wanted an SBA loan, but the problem is I need to have ten percent down. Without it, these seed investors won’t even look at me.” 

      Courtney looked up at him. “I’ll do it.”

      “Do what?”

      “I’ll buy in. How about five hundred thousand for a twenty-five percent stake in the business.” 

      All sorts of emotions hit Damien at once—gratitude, hope, shame, and embarrassment, but most of all fear. Fear that if he said yes, this would change things between them. And even though he didn’t love keeping them in the friend/client zone, this would be a whole new thing to try to manage. “You … you can’t spend that on me.”

      She shrugged. “I’m not spending it. I’m investing. Diversifying my assets. It’ll have to wait until the divorce is final, otherwise this could become part of my marital assets, and we definitely wouldn’t want Brock to get any part of this. But after it’s done, the money’s yours.” 

      He opened his mouth to say no, but she stopped him with one finger in the air. “And don’t you dare say ‘no.’ Not after everything you’ve done for me,” she said, turning to face him. “You saved me. You brought me back from the depths of despair, and now I’m thriving. Ready to start over and do better than I ever have. I wouldn’t be investing for your sake. I’d be investing because it would be a damn smart move on my part. I’ll make a killing off this place.”

      He stared into her beautiful green eyes, knowing she meant what she said, and decided to take the leap. “In that case, how can I say no?”

      Clapping her hands, Courtney let out a whoop. “Yes! I was hoping for celebratory lasagna. It just tastes so much better than the consolation kind.”

      Damien laughed, wanting so badly to scoop her up in his arms and spin them around like they had a week ago. But he didn’t. Instead, he held out his hand to shake hers. “I’m happy to be going into business with you, Ms. Bennett.”

      “And I with you, Mr. Young. Now, let’s eat.”

      An hour later, the two were sitting in the living room, watching as the flames danced and licked the logs in the fireplace. Courtney was curled up on the couch under a blanket with a glass of wine, and Damien sat in the armchair nearest her.

      She gave him a thoughtful look. “You know, I realized I may have made a tactical error.”

      “How so?”

      “I agreed to go into business with you, but I realized I don’t know all that much about you.”

      “Ask away.” 

      “Sure,” she said with a playful smile. “I could use a run-down of the first forty years of your life, right until the part when we met.”

      “Oh, is that all?” he asked with a chuckle. 

      “Pretty much.”

      “That would take days, and we have to be up early for training,” he told her. 

      Courtney shook her head, pretending to be annoyed. “Always the hardass.”

      “I’m disciplined, which should provide you with a sense of comfort going into business with me.”

      “Fair point. How about we limit it to two questions for now?”

      “Deal, but whatever you ask, you have to answer the opposite question.”

      “The opposite one?”

      “I thought it would be too boring to say you have to answer the same one.”

      Laughing, she said, “Okay, deal.” She paused, tapping her fingertips on the glass for a moment. “Oh! Got one. What’s the one accomplishment you’re most proud of?”

      Damien let out a long breath. “Hmm. That’s a tricky one. I guess I’d have to say, getting demoted.”

      “Uh, I must have heard that wrong. I thought you said getting demoted.”

      “I did. It was in Afghanistan. There was this local who was serving as a point of contact for my crew. It got him in trouble with the Taliban.” Damien’s face darkened, and Courtney wished she hadn’t asked. The last thing she wanted to do was make him recall something traumatic. 

      “He came to us with his children and wife, begging for us to hide him. Legally, we couldn’t. We didn’t have the clearance, and it was against our orders. We didn’t have the authority to protect civilians. We appealed, but orders were clear: Not our monkeys; not our circus.” Damien stared down at the floor for a second, then looked back up at Courtney, his expression grave. “Basically sentencing the family to death so we could legally keep the government’s hands clean.” 

      Courtney’s heart pounded as she listened to his story unfold. “Oh my God, that’s awful.”

      Damien nodded. “I couldn’t do it. Betray a man who had saved countless American lives by helping us. Telling us their movements. Reporting where they planted IEDs. He risked everything—not just his life but his family’s too.”

      “I can’t even imagine being that brave.”

      “Me either,” he told her, sincerity in his voice. “I had to do something, so I called in a favor. We were due to get picked up by some helicopters and moved back to base camp for a weekend. We arrived with them in tow.” The dark cloud that had seemed to envelop him cleared. Smiling, he added, “Got our asses chewed to hell. Was damn near dishonorably discharged for it. Got demoted from Sergeant back down to Corporal, but we did the right thing, and it’s what I’m most proud of.”

      A lump formed in Courtney’s throat as she listened to this man in front of her. This honorable, strong, amazing man. If she had started falling in love with him weeks ago, this moment had tipped her over the edge. He had her heart now. If he wanted to take it. Clearing her throat, she said, “That’s pretty good.”

      “Now you. The opposite question, so, I guess I’m asking what you’re most ashamed of, which now that I’m saying it out loud, I realize is a much tougher question,” he said. “So if you want to bow out, I’ll understand.”

      Damien waited while Courtney decided whether or not to answer it. “Okay, I’ll answer it, but only because I want you to think I’m brave.” 

      “I do think you’re brave.”

      “Good.” She let out a shaky breath. “Wow, this is hard. I’ve never told anyone this before. Not even my mom.” Courtney’s voice cracked, and she took a deep breath to compose herself and ignored the ball of twisting worms forming in her stomach. Shame. God, it always felt the same. “I got my very first acting role by sleeping with one of the producers. I was twenty. I had already been in Hollywood for close to two years without even so much as a nibble. I was running out of money fast, and I knew I’d have to go home soon and face the reality that I was a failure at the only thing I ever wanted to do with my life. I had auditioned for Party Girls, and they rejected me for the role flat out. He made an offer, and I accepted, even though he was old enough to be my grandfather. In fact, he was a grandfather, but I let him fuck me anyway. It was awful.” 

      Courtney glanced at Damien, seeing the compassionate look in his eyes as he stared at her. It was that look that allowed her to go on. “It was exactly as greasy as you’d think it would be. Sometimes, I can fool myself and pretend I earned everything on my own, but it’s bullshit. I’m just another cliché of an actress who spread her legs on the casting couch.” 

      Damien spoke, his voice gentle. “You’re being too hard on yourself, Courtney. You were barely an adult. You made a choice that you regret, but you can’t say that you don’t deserve anything you have. You’ve worked really hard to get where you are, haven’t you?” 

      “Did I?” Courtney scoffed. “Before I married Brock, I was doing a sitcom. It was going okay, but it wasn’t going to make me a star. I was only offered the role in Made in Heaven because the actress slated for it backed out at the last minute, and Brock had seen my audition tape and wanted me for the role. He told me after that he saw something in me, and he just had to have me. Now that I think about it, I’m pretty sure what he saw was someone he could push around. I thought I got lucky. He took control of my career and made me what I am today. Most people think I’m this successful, confident movie star, living on top of the world, but I’m just a fraud. I’ve never done any of it on my own merit. Always on my back.” 

      “Wow. That’s a pretty harsh way to look at yourself.” 

      “It’s the truth.” She could feel a lump in her throat. “Maybe that’s why everything finally fell apart now. Because it was all built on a lie.” Courtney tucked her legs into her chest and wrapped her arms around them. “I think that’s why I stayed.” 

      “What do you mean?” 

      “I think I stayed with him because I thought I didn’t deserve anything better. Deep down, I thought I deserved to be treated poorly because I had all these beautiful things, an adoring public, and a life of glamour that I didn’t earn. That’s why I let him take control over everything, and that’s why I never left. Because I didn’t deserve better.”
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      Tears rolled down her cheeks as she spoke, unveiling the truth to Damien as much as admitting it to herself. She closed her eyes, and a second later, Damien wrapped his arms around her, circling her in his warmth. He pulled her in for a long hug. His lips brushed across her forehead and the comfort of his warm embrace somehow was a balm to her shame. “I hope you can see how wrong you were.”

      “Logically, I do, but I’ve spent so long feeling like an imposter that I don’t know how to change that belief about myself.” 

      “You can. One of your main jobs while you’re here is to learn to respect yourself.”

      Courtney pulled back a bit to look into his eyes. “Are you disappointed now that you know the truth about me?” 

      He still had the light in his eyes for her. “Of course not. I’m disappointed in how often the world failed you. How often it fails so many women like you. Vulnerable people,” he said. “A few years ago, I was guarding this teenager who ODed. His parents would send him here for Christmas break to ski and party, ever since he was fifteen. They acted like it was some big privilege, but they really just wanted him out of their hair. I could see it coming, you know, and I tried to talk to him about it, tell him that I could get him some help, but he just laughed it off.” Damien sighed, lost in the memory. “He was just a lost kid who needed guidance and stability. The world let him down. Not just his parents, but the people who let him party with them. He’s the reason I wanted to build the retreat in the first place—to help people like him who get chewed up and spit out. If he could’ve gone somewhere to learn what I can teach, I wouldn’t have had to break down the bathroom door that night to find him cold on the floor.”

      Courtney snuggled into him, hugging him tightly, her heart aching for the sadness Damien carried. “I’m so sorry. That must have been awful.” 

      “It was,” he said. “Something clicked that day, and I decided I would never sit by and just ‘do my job,’ when something more important is on the line.”

      “Is that why you offered to help me?”

      “Partly,” he admitted. “You deserved better than the people around you were giving you. And being willing to fight back while still carrying a lot of shame almost makes it harder. Not that I think you should waste another second feeling bad about it, mind you. It’s just that a different person might take the fame and money and forget about it. You have a lot more depth to you than that.”

      “Thank you, Damien. I don’t think anyone has told me that before.” 

      “I’m saying it because it’s true. You have the power now to start fresh. Do it the right way this time. I’m pretty sure if you do, you’ll get to the top again, but this time you’ll be able to let yourself enjoy it.”

      The thought of that brought a swell of emotion. It was hope. Hope for a new future full of possibilities, and Damien had just handed that to her.

      “How did you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “You just took everything in my life that is wrong and made it okay.” Tears fell from her eyes and Damien wiped them away with his thumbs. He pulled her in for a long hug, and she cried into his shoulder, flooded with relief to have shared the secret she’d carried around for so many years. When she was finally ready, she took a deep breath. “Thank you, Damien.”

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      “You did more than you’ll ever know.”

      

      The next day, Damien was tired, having had another night of tossing and turning. After their conversation by the fire, he could no longer deny it to himself. He was in love with Courtney Bennett, and there’d be no changing that fact. But there was no planet in this universe where a guy like him ended up with a girl like her. Real life wasn’t like the movies.

      After supper, he threw on some shorts and a T-shirt, and headed over to hit the bag for a while, instead of daring to sit with her in the living room again. It had been a hot day, so the windows were open to let the breeze in. He went out onto the deck, put his gloves on, and got to work ridding himself of some of the sexual tension, hoping that he’d sleep tonight.

      After a little while, Courtney appeared in the kitchen window, her hair slicked back into a ponytail and wearing a sweaty shirt and bike shorts. She’d just gotten back from a jog, her cheeks still flushed from the exertion. She waved at him and said, “I’m going to cut up some fruit and cheese for a snack. Want some?”

      God, she was beautiful—more so because of her thoughtfulness. “Thanks. I’ll be in in a few minutes.”

      Her phone rang, and he heard her answer it through the window as he wiped down the bag and his gloves.

      “Hey, Dawn. I’m cutting up strawberries, so I’ve got you on speaker.”

      “In that case, I won’t ask what your super-hot bodyguard-slash-trainer is wearing right now.”

      Damien stifled a laugh, taking off his gloves and sitting down on the bench.

      “Umm, yeah, thanks,” Courtney said, sounding thoroughly embarrassed.

      “I have huge news! I contacted Iris Devereux, and she still wants you for her film.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “I am! It’s an amazing script, Court. We’re talking a career-changing cultural hit. Think Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind. It’s called Set in Stone, and it’s about a woman just getting out of prison for killing her abusive boyfriend. She meets a good man—who they’re hoping will be played by Ryan Gosling—but she’s too scared to give him a chance. It’s heart wrenching and beautiful, and you’d be perfect for it. There’s just one catch.”

      “Uh oh,” Courtney said.

      “Yeah, one full-nudity sex scene.” 

      “Oh, well in that case, hard pass. Tell her thanks, but to find someone hotter and younger.”

      Damien narrowed his eyes as he listened. He took off his trainers and socks and sat barefoot, shaking his head at what he was hearing.

      “Courtney, you’re absolutely beautiful, and I’m not just saying this because I’m your agent. You really are.”

      She made a blech sound. “Yeah, no. I appreciate the confidence-boost, but the last thing the world needs is to see all this in 4D.”

      “At least read the script. You’ll fall in love with the story, I promise. And we could always use a body double if it’s still a hard no.”

      “Not a chance, but thank you.”

      The two spoke for a few more minutes, while Damien stewed over Courtney’s decision. She was going to limit herself because she didn’t think she was attractive? Not on his watch. He walked into the house, thoroughly annoyed at what he just heard. He stared at her and folded his arms across his chest. “Did I hear that right? You’re turning down the opportunity of a lifetime in the type of role you’ve dreamed about because … you think you’re not hot enough?”

      “You were eavesdropping?”

      “You were standing in front of an open window, and you knew I was there.”

      “I kind of forgot.”

      “Well, I was.”

      Rolling her eyes, Courtney said, “Okay, it doesn’t matter. I’m not doing the role. Let’s move on.”

      “No, we’re not going to move on. How is it even possible that you don’t know how gorgeous you are?”

      Shrugging, she said, “People want to see naked twenty-five-year-olds, not naked nearly-forty-year-olds.”

      Damien had to reign in his gut response, which was a highly inappropriate rebuttal outlining how he and every other person on the planet would disagree, and settled on, “Well, you’re just plain wrong about that.”

      Scooping some of the cut-up fruit into a bowl, she slid it down the counter toward him. “Forget it. I’ve never done full nudity, and I’m not about to start at this age. Now, let’s eat.”

      Ignoring the bowl, he said, “Why not?” 

      She filled another bowl for herself. “I don’t know. I guess because I never felt secure about it. Besides, Brock never would’ve allowed it.”

      Damien clenched his jaw so hard it made a popping sound. That asshole had done a number on her, and he aimed to undo the damage, no matter what it took. “That’s because he was a jealous prick who couldn’t stand for anyone to see how perfect you are. He knew if they did, the world wouldn’t shut up about it, and you might finally stop believing the cruel lies he convinced you were true.”

      Courtney blinked quickly and cleared her throat. “That may be true in his case, but the whole nudity thing is tricky for any couple to navigate.”

      “It shouldn’t be.”

      Raising one eyebrow, she said, “You’re honestly trying to tell me that you would be okay with your girlfriend or wife filming a sex scene with some other man?”

      Folding his arms across his chest, he said, “Yes, I am.”

      “Seriously?” she scoffed, taking two steps closer as if to challenge him. “So, if we were together, you would honestly be okay with other men using me, for like, getting off? Imagining me like that? You wouldn’t be jealous?”

      He moved closer to her, towering over her now with his jaw set. “Of course I would be jealous. The idea of any man other than me touching you or seeing you like that drives me fucking nuts. But Jesus, Courtney—any straight man who’s ever been within ten feet of you has thought those things and wanted you. I’m a fucking moronic hairless ape—we all are. But the man in me would be far more proud of you for doing something difficult, and honored to be with such a brave and beautiful woman, than I would be insecure that other people recognize you as infinitely attractive. You are so much more than your body, Courtney. And I want you for far more than that.” 

      She opened her mouth, then closed it. Finally, she said, “Oh. Well, then.”

      “Well then, you’ll take the role?”

      “No, obviously not.”

      He lowered his face so their mouths were mere inches apart. He could smell her perfume, and the scent of it caused his entire body to react. “You’re seriously turning this down because of some ridiculous insecurity?! That is insane! You’re the most perfect woman I’ve ever seen!”

      Scowling at him, she said, “Oh yeah? I’m so perfect that you don’t want to come near me.”

      Narrowing his eyes, he said, “It’s got nothing to do with how attractive you are, and you know it.”

      Her chest heaved. “No, I don’t. If you really wanted me, you’d do more than talk.”

      Lust, longing, and pure primal need blocked out any logic that his brain might have been able to apply to the situation. “You want more than talk?”

      “Clearly!”

      “Fine!”
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      Courtney’s heart pounded in her chest. Her body was on high alert, every muscle tense, her skin sensitive. Frustration and desire raced through her. Damien grabbed her hips with both hands and pulled her to him, then spun them both so her ass pressed against the island. He kissed her, hard and fast, and she could tell he was about to lose control over every honorable impulse, every logical reason he had for them not to do this. 

      Courtney wrapped her arms around his neck, feeling his muscles tense and move as he continued to kiss her, his tongue doing the most amazing things inside her mouth. His body was damp with sweat and the scent of him was intoxicating—soap and salt and pure man. His hand slid between them and into her panties. Courtney’s breath caught as he palmed her. Her heart thumped. Her lips parted even more. Her chest heaved. His eyes stayed locked on hers as he let his hand wander deeper between her legs. “Is this what you want from me, Princess?” 

      She shook her head. “I want it all.”

      He let two fingers glide across her wet, throbbing core. “You sure? Because there’s no going back for me.”

      Courtney opened her mouth to say yes, but he crushed his mouth against hers before she could form the words. Not that she needed to—it was a ‘yes.’ Damien was always a yes. 

      His kiss was forceful, and she matched it with her own. Her knees went weak, but the way he was holding her brought out the most animal of instincts in her. His other hand slid from her hip up to her face, tilting her head back as his tongue searched for hers. 

      Courtney was desperate to have him like she’d never been desperate for anything in her life. She was shameless as she reached for his shirt, tugging it roughly over his head with both hands, terrified that if she didn’t move fast, he would change his mind. He let her do it, then he did the same to her, removing her tee so quickly she didn’t realize what was happening. Seconds later, she was completely naked in front of him, and his hand was back between her legs while he explored her breasts with his mouth. She tried to remove the rest of his clothing but was rendered momentarily frozen in pleasure by what he was doing inside her. Finally, he stopped long enough to disrobe, leaving her panting and desperate while she waited. 

      Before she even had a chance to look at him fully, he lifted her by her ass and rubbed her up and down over his huge cock. Courtney shimmied her hips, bringing him inside, feeling each inch of his smooth skin as he stretched her. 

      “God, you feel so good,” he growled as he carried her over to the wall and held her up against it. “I’ve wanted to do this since the moment I first saw you.”

      She kissed him wildly on the mouth and let her hands skim along his hard body, thoroughly enjoying the feeling of being in his powerful arms again and finally feeling him fill her completely. Damien rocked his hips into her, slamming her into the wall as he fucked her. Harder and harder. Hitting that perfect spot each time, bringing her closer and closer to the edge of what she knew would be an incredible climax. Courtney’s hands were on his face now, gripping his jaw, feeling the stubble that had come in since morning. She could feel him squeezing her ass with both of his large hands as he worked her body with his own. 

      “Do you feel how hard you make me?” he murmured, his eyes ablaze with lust. “Only you can do this to me—cause me to lose all control.” He thrust himself inside her again. “Do you feel that?”

      She nodded, unable to speak. He had reduced her to a mass of tingling nerves and tightening muscles now. No thoughts flowed through her brain. Only the word ‘yes.’ His mouth hovered over hers and he slowed to an almost tortuously slow pace. Courtney nodded again and licked her lips, leaving her mouth parted. 

      “You’re fucking perfect. Do you hear me?” He stopped moving completely now, holding her body locked in place. 

      Courtney nodded, her chest heaving. She wanted this. Needed it. She gripped the back of his head, trying to pull him down to her again to kiss him. 

      Damien held steady, staring into her eyes. “You’re gorgeous and amazing. Promise me you won’t forget that, or I stop now.”

      “I promise.” Her voice was raspy as she spoke. She would agree to anything right now, as long as he finished what he started. “Please, don’t stop.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Those were the words that broke him. Three little words that took him past the point of no return, where honor was nothing but a forgotten concept. He thrust himself inside her with deep, powerful movements, feeling her wet, tight pussy around his cock. This was so much better than he had imagined. The look on her face as she stared at him, her mouth open and panting, the smell of her skin, the taste of her tongue.

      She was perfection in his arms.

      He gave in to the intoxicating passion that took him past the edge of all things decent. It was worth it. She was worth the shame of giving up his morals. Her hands gripping him, one in his hair and one on his back, where little crescent indentations from her nails would surely mark him tomorrow. Her words about ‘really going for it’ came to mind, and now he knew what she meant by it. 

      He rocked his hips back and forth, satisfying the primal need that had been building in him for weeks. He was giving in to his own lust, despite everything he believed in. She was a client. She was married. She was vulnerable. He shouldn’t want her. And yet, he hadn’t been able to stop himself from both craving her and from acting on it. She made him weaker than he’d ever been, but she also made him more powerful. She had given him control over her body, over her pleasure.

      She was begging him with that beautiful mouth of hers. The sound of it nearly made him explode. He lifted and lowered her forcefully over his throbbing cock now, thrusting himself into her as hard as he could. He plunged his tongue into her mouth and felt her body shudder around him, her muscles tightening, her nails digging into his back as she started to come. 

      Her breath halted and sputtered as though she might stop breathing altogether. Then she cried out his name as she pressed her forehead against his, her chest rising and falling against his as she rode the waves of her orgasm. 

      Damien wasn’t done with her yet. It took everything in him to stop himself from joining her. But he would not let go. Not yet. Not until he made her lose control again. If he was going to ruin them both, he was going to make sure he took his time with her. 

      Carrying her shuddering body down the hall, he took her to his bed, where he’d been wanting her for weeks. 

      He sat on the edge of the bed with her on his lap, letting his fingertips glide up her back and to her neck. Holding her face in both hands, he kissed her again, this time with no trace of the frustration that had plagued him. 

      This kiss was full of passion and greed.

      Courtney sat on top of him and began moving her hips in slow circles, arching her back to give him access to her breasts. He took them in his hands, rubbing his thumbs over her perfect pink nipples, feeling them react to his touch. He lowered his mouth over her right nipple, taking it in his mouth to suck and tease her, drawing a long moan from deep in her chest. The muscles in her pussy tightened around him again as she dragged her body over his lap. He moved over to her left breast, taking her nipple in his teeth, gently biting it, then licking. Damien knew he was dangerously close to losing control, so he stood, turned, and lowered her onto the bed on her back, pulling out and dropping to his knees in front of her. 

      Gripping her hips, he pulled her to the edge of the bed, then spread her legs with his hands. Running his fingers up her thighs, he planted long kisses up her inner thigh until he reached her center. Dragging his tongue along her pussy, he could taste her essence and feel the heat from her body. 

      She was soaked from the pleasure he had given her, and the flavor of it pleased him like nothing had before. It was the taste of her need for him, of her desire for his body. It was the taste of what he could do to her. And he wanted more of it. 
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      Courtney gripped the comforter with her hand, balling it up in her tight fist as his tongue entered her already-throbbing sex. Her knees drifted apart from each other, and she lifted her hips to draw him in deeper. She knew she never should have started this. She knew she should stop him, but she couldn’t. She wouldn’t. She needed this. He made her feel like a woman. He made her feel wanted. And not in the remote, impersonal way her male fans wanted her. 

      This man knew her. He had seen her at her worst—without makeup or hair stylists or designer gowns fitted perfectly to her body. 

      And he still wanted her. And more importantly? She wanted him.

      He’d taken care of her when she was passed out and needed to be rescued. He’d sat up watching over her all night. He’d hidden her from her life, from a world in which everyone wanted a piece of her. He’d helped pick her up and gave her a reason to get out of bed every morning when she’d been at her lowest. And now, he was giving her the most intense pleasure she’d ever known. 

      Somehow, he touched her exactly the way she needed. His tongue was unyielding as he thrust it into her. He was perfect in his movements, in the way he angled his mouth, in the way his hands caressed the sensitive skin where her legs met. He pushed and pulled and licked and sucked with precision, as though he had always known what she needed and how to give it to her. Courtney could feel the waves of her next orgasm crashing over her, and she gripped his head with her hands, pulling him deeper inside as she came undone. “Oh, God! Damien! Just like that.” 

      Her toes curled and her entire body tightened in ecstasy as waves of pleasure rolled through her. When it was over, she lay still, eyes closed, body limp. She was ragged with a satisfaction she had never known. Damien lifted her into his arms, then lowered her so her head rested on his pillow. He covered her up with a deliciously soft blanket and slid into bed next to her, wrapping her in his arms. 

      Courtney turned to face him. She was worn out but was still wanting. She had yet to feel him go over the edge. She had yet to hear the sound of her name escape his lips, and even though she was tired, she wouldn’t stop until he had said her name. 

      “You’re perfect.” His eyes were full of warmth as he smiled at her, the expression softening his hard features. Courtney smiled back, taking in the sight of him like this, all tenderness in the silvery moonlit room. 

      Damien closed the distance between their mouths and gave her a long, sweet kiss, the taste of pleasure on his tongue waking her entire body again. Courtney lifted herself onto her elbow, then slid on top of him, scattering kisses from his neck, down his chest to his abs, then to his hard, waiting cock. She took it in both hands, feeling the silk of his skin against her palms, feeling the steel of his thick shaft between her fingers. She licked him from root to tip in one deliciously slow movement. When she reached the end, she swirled her tongue over the head, then disappeared back down to the hilt to start over. She planted one hand on his abs, feeling them tense as she moved, sucking and licking, then plunging her mouth over him. The groan that escaped his throat was one of pure animal. It was the sound of a man who was allowing himself to receive some of the pleasure he had given. And she wanted to give him this. 

      She drenched him with her mouth, which watered for more of him. She bobbed her head up and down, faster and harder, then ever so slowly. She wanted to hear her name, and she was close to making him say it. The hope of it spurred her on as she now moved her entire upper body to work him. His breathing grew louder now, and he was stiff in between her lips. Just when she thought he was about to erupt, he took hold of her face and gently pulled her to him. 

      “Come here,” he whispered. “I’m not done with you.”

      She crawled up his body and straddled his waist, smiling down at him and tracing his lips with her fingertips. With one quick move, he flipped them both over so he was on top of her now, the weight of him divine against her. Courtney wrapped her legs around him, pivoting her hips, opening herself to him completely. The look on his face as he entered her was one of fervor, one of admiration, one of thirst. She held his gaze as he moved over her, as he rocked himself inside her, filling her, then almost withdrawing. 

      She lifted her head off the pillow and kissed him as he moved, urging him on with her hands on his ass. Deeper. Harder. His kiss now was that of a man drinking in every precious drop of what she had to give. He pumped his hips into her harder still, sparking every nerve in her body from her fingertips to her toes. This was what it felt like to be completely consumed by a man. 

      She wanted more. And he would give her exactly that. 

      He pulled back a bit and stared down at her with awe. Courtney held his face in her hands again, dragging her thumb over his bottom lip. She smiled up at him, hoping he could see how she felt, hoping he would see right into her soul, into her heart—needing him to know who she really was. She closed her eyes as he lowered his mouth over hers again. Moments later, his focus drifted to her neck, his kisses there a desperate blend of teeth and lips and tongue.

      “Say it, Damien,” she whispered. “I need to hear you say it.” 

      “You’re perfect, Courtney,” he murmured in her ear. His breath was hot on her skin, and the tenderness with which he used her name washed over her like the sweetest sound she’d ever heard. 

      Her body tensed, and she clung to him with her arms and legs, feeling him pulse and release inside her now, giving her what she needed. His body stilled, then thrust over and over as he succumbed to his own orgasm. If she could only hold him here long enough, maybe he would let her be with him this way again. 

      When it was long over, he rolled off her, gazing at her as he lifted his hand to her cheek and gently tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. She could see it, right there, unabashed. Unhidden. Pure affection and adoration. Had she ever had that? Had anyone ever looked at her with that expression? 

      There was a vulnerability to him, a silent admission of the depth of his feelings. And it was the most beautiful thing she'd ever seen. 
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        * * *

      

      Damien lay next to her long after Courtney had fallen asleep. They had kissed and caressed until they were both so exhausted there was no chance of either of them saying or doing something to end the moment. He had broken all of his rules for her. He had let her into his heart, and there would be a price to pay for that. But at that moment, he couldn’t care less. He pulled her closer, feeling her wiggle her naked body against him and her hand squeeze his. 

      He didn’t know how he was ever supposed to let her go back to her world. 

      Not when she felt so damn good in his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20
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      The next morning, Courtney woke to the sound of the birds outside the window. She opened her eyes, and, for the first time in weeks, she didn’t have that horrible weight on her chest. She felt light and content as she looked out the window, watching the aspen tree that sat near the house tremble in the breeze, the blue sky behind it beyond vivid. It was late—decadently so. She rolled over to snuggle up to Damien, but he was gone. There was a note on his pillow where he should have been.

      
        
        Had to run into town. Something came up that couldn’t wait. Damien

      

      

      At least he left a note. She yawned and stretched, feeling every raw, satisfied cell in her body. Her lips were slightly sore and in her mind, she could feel him still inside her, filling her so completely. She closed her eyes, remembering the look of adoration on his face, and knew she needed to see it again.

      She made her way back to her room to shower and dress and, a minute later, she heard a vehicle pull up outside. A little nervous about what things would be like now, she watched through the window as he jogged up the steps carrying two coffees and a brown paper bag. He’d left to bring her breakfast?

      The smile that overtook her face was so large, she even felt it in her cheeks. Rushing over to the door to unlock and open it, a tinge of nerves swept over her. 

      What if he had changed his mind since the night before? What if he wanted to go back to the way things were, with a strictly professional relationship?

      As he entered, Damien gave her a tentative smile that made her weak in the knees. He tilted his head, and his eyes crinkled up a bit, as though he wasn’t sure what she was going to do. “Good morning. I brought coffee and fresh donuts.”

      She reached out and took the bag from him, her eyes shining. “Is this what couldn’t wait?” 

      “They’re very good donuts, but you have to get them when they first open.” His voice was thick with the unspoken emotion his actions hinted at. “They run out by nine most days.” 

      “I thought that maybe you were running away from me.” Courtney couldn’t tear her eyes away from his. She was riveted by the very sight of him. 

      Shaking his head, he stepped closer to her. “I thought I might run away from you, too, but for whatever reason, I didn’t.” 

      “I think I know what the reason is,” she answered, and then his mouth was on hers again and he was pulling her to him. She leaned into the kiss, and his whole body curved toward hers, enveloping her with his presence. She scraped her teeth over his bottom lip as she broke the kiss, pulling back. “You won’t have a reason to get post-sex donuts if I’m not around. And those things smell divine.”

      His laugh sent a jolt of self-satisfaction through her. “You’ve figured me out, Courtney.”

      She took a coffee from him and sipped, reveling in the decadent notes of sweetened espresso. She practically groaned in pleasure when she realized what it was. “You got me a full fat latte?” 

      “With brown sugar syrup and bittersweet chocolate flakes.”

      God, this man was unreal. Better than anyone she could’ve imagined. She lifted her head and smiled at him. “It’s perfect, Damien—thank you.” 

      “You’re perfect. I don’t want you to forget that. Ever. You’re completely perfect and so beautiful, not just on the outside but inside, too. Not how you dress or what you do with your hair. Just you. And that’s never going to change, even when you’re ninety-five. You’ll still be perfect.” 

      How could he be saying these words to her after one night together? They were the words she had always longed to hear from Brock, but never had. She tried to look away, but he took her chin in his hand and gently held her so she couldn’t turn from him.

      “I mean it. No matter what happens with us, I want you to know that.” The look on his face was so full of sincerity, of adoration, it almost scared her.

      Courtney nodded. “Okay. I’ll remember.”

      He had told her those beautiful things the night before, but she couldn’t be sure it wasn’t just lust making him say them. But now, in this moment, she could feel the truth of his words. They surrounded her soul, and she would never forget how he made her feel. He looked and sounded like a man in love. And she wanted that to be true more than anything she ever wanted in her life.

      “Good.” He nodded, satisfied. He opened the bag of donuts and pulled out a donut hole dusted with powdered sugar. “Now I’m really going to make your morning.”
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        * * *

      

      Courtney sat on the covered porch drafting an email to send to Miranda. It was a beautiful summer day, and she smiled to herself as she watched a hawk fly over the lake. The last week had been as close to perfection as life could get. She and Damien had spent it fully giving in to their feelings from the moment they awakened until they drifted off to sleep, naked in each other’s arms each night. They exercised together, read, and worked through his program. They talked about his retreat and made plans for it, and they had sex so often she’d lost count. 

      He’d even started helping her draft social media posts—getting in touch with his inner “Instagram boyfriend.” He took pictures of her working out, reading, and preparing healthy meals. Her fans had been commenting, wondering if she was still with that ultra-hot babe from a month ago, but she never included him in any of her photos or posts, not wanting to share him with the world just yet. 

      This was a glimpse of what could become a wonderful life together if they could make it work. She had never felt so supported or loved in her entire life, even though they hadn’t said those words yet. 

      But for now, she had to put all of that on pause so she could answer her emails from her attorney and her agent. She and Dawn were working on a press tour that would take place after the divorce was final, where she’d talk about how much her life had changed in such a short time, and how she had navigated finding herself again. She knew that once the world heard her singing Damien’s praises, his retreat would be booked for years in advance, even though it wasn’t built yet. 

      Inside, the sound of a drill made her grin. She assumed Damien was working on the wobbly chair leg from the barstool. They had had a delicious morning romp on it the other day and had broken it, devolving into a puddle of laughter as they continued to make love right there on the kitchen floor. When she finally pressed send on her last email, she wandered into the house to see how Damien was coming with the stool, wondering if it was beyond repair. After all, he’d been at it for nearly twenty minutes.

      She found him in the living room and stopped in her tracks when she saw what he was doing. There, in the center of the room, was a shiny chrome stripper pole. On the TV, a video was paused with the title, “Reclaiming Your Inner Goddess” on it. 

      “Umm, what’s going on?”

      Damien grinned at her, looking insanely sexy with a drill in his hand. “You, my dear, are going to relearn how to feel sexy. If you won’t believe me, and you won’t believe Iris Devereux, who wants to cast you in a role she knows you’d be perfect for, I was hoping that maybe you’d believe it yourself if you started to feel it.”

      She opened her mouth, shocked. Then closed it, not knowing what to say or even think. On the one hand, it was an incredibly sweet gesture. On the other, how the hell was she supposed to wrap her body around that thing and look sexy while doing it? 

      “No pressure. I just figured if I told you about the idea instead of having it ready for you, you’d shut it down.” 

      “I … I don’t even know what to say.”

      He set the drill down and walked over, pulling her to him. “That’s for you to decide. The rest of my afternoon is booked. I’m getting a haircut and picking up groceries, so I’ll be back in a few hours. You just … enjoy having the house to yourself. To … try or not.” Leaning in, he gave her a lingering kiss, then pulled back and slapped her on the ass with a wicked grin. “I have to go. Have fun.”

      She shook her head at him as he headed out the door, amusement tugging the corners of her lips up. Cheeky man. After he left, she turned, eying the pole for a minute, imagining all the ways she could fall or look like an idiot. She walked over and did a cursory twirl around it. Laughing a bit, she said, “Oh, what the hell. Why not?”

      Reaching for the remote, she pushed play on the video. 

      Courtney stared at the screen on the TV, watching as the woman in the video demonstrated what she claimed was one of the most basic of pole dancing moves. She leaned to the side, her body perfectly straight as she spun around the pole once. 

      “How the hell did she do that?” she muttered to herself. 

      Apparently, she wasn’t the only beginner who struggled because the woman on the screen smiled brightly as she told her not to worry, she would break the steps down for her. 

      An hour later, Courtney was sweating, sore, and was lying on the living room floor, panting. She had a newfound respect for strippers everywhere. She had heard it was hard, but she had no idea of the strength and flexibility involved—even Pilates hadn’t prepared her for this. She was going to have to work very hard for a long time before she would be even close to showing her moves to anyone. She picked up the phone and dialed Dawn’s number. “Guess what’s really hard?” 

      “Calculus?” 

      “Pole dancing.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, Damien bought me a pole. He’s still trying to convince me to do the movie. He figured this might help.”

      “And is it working?” Dawn asked, sounding hopeful.

      “Oddly enough, it is.”

      “Really? Should I send the script over?”

      “Yeah, why not? There’s no harm in reading it, right?”

      After they got off the phone, Courtney stood back up, determined to master the pole—not just to get in touch with her inner goddess, but because she could just imagine the look on Damien’s face when she danced for him. 

      And that she couldn’t wait to see.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      That night, as they lay in bed together in a sweaty, panting heap, Courtney ran her hand lazily over his abs. “I feel like we might need to report our relationship to HR because there’s no way I’m giving all of this up after we officially go into business together.” She sighed happily. “I suppose we’d have to hire an HR manager first.”

      Damien winced a little, realizing he’d put off this conversation long enough. “About that. I’m not taking a cent from you.”

      “What? We had a deal.”

      He tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “The deal was off the moment we started sleeping together.” 

      “Oh my God, do not go all macho man on me,” she said, pursing her lips.

      “Come on. You know me better than that. I can’t take the money because there’s no way an investor will come on board if it looks like the seed money is from any sort of domestic situation—it will make me look too unreliable. There’s too much potential for failure between a team of people who are doing what we’re doing—especially in light of your to-be-recent divorce.” 

      She sat up, and he could see she was thoroughly annoyed. “Then just let me fund the whole thing. I’ll have to sell my property in Tahoe to get the cash, but we can—” 

      “No,” he said, wishing like hell he could just say yes. “It’s not safe. It’s too much risk to you.”

      “It is not.”

      “Yes, it is,” he told her, hating that he had to spell it out for her. “There’s a reason nearly every venture capitalist in Colorado has shot me down. They’re right. I don’t have experience. I have a great plan, but I haven’t proved I can execute it.”

      “I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that you’re going to be a success. Look at what you’ve done for me. In only a few weeks, you’ve turned me into a strong, stable, happy human.”

      “Yeah, but that’s different.”

      “Different how?”

      Because I’m in love with you. He shrugged. “Because I’m not going to … I won’t … I can’t explain it. It just is.”

      Courtney let out a heavy sigh. “It’s inexplicably different? That’s your reason?”

      “That’s my reason. Final answer.”

      Giving him an irritated look, she said, “This is ridiculous. I want in on your business. It’ll be the smartest money I’ll ever invest. Besides, I want to sell the house in Tahoe. I have no attachment to it whatsoever.”

      Shaking his head, Damien said, “You’ve already had one man fuck you over financially, and I won’t be another one—no matter how accidental or unintentional. I couldn’t live with—”

      “You’re not going to fuck me over. You need to believe in yourself the way you believe in me.” 

      “I do. But I will not put your cash at risk. Not for this,” he said, giving her a lingering kiss. “That doesn’t mean I’m giving up though, because I’m not. I’ll find another way to get the money.” 

      “You’re being ridiculous. Five million is a lot of money, but honestly, it wouldn’t break me to lose it. If I take the role, I’ll make double that in a few months.”

      Reaching up, he cupped her cheek, rubbing her skin with his thumb. “And you should take the money and put it in a safe investment for the future.” 

      Courtney gave him a dirty look and swiped his hand away from her face. “Well, I’m not impressed, Damien Young. Not even one bit.”

      He gave her a crooked smile. “Not even after what I did a few minutes ago?”

      She laughed in spite of herself, then tried to level him with a serious expression again. “Damien. This is ridiculous. You have to take the money. It’s your dream. I never would have slept with you if I thought you’d back out on our deal.”

      “Sure you would have. There’s no way you would have been able to keep your hands off this for six weeks.”
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        * * *

      

      Courtney closed the door to the bedroom and made sure the window was shut, just in case Damien walked by. There was no way she wanted him to overhear what she and Miranda were going to talk about next. They’d been on the phone for almost an hour, going over the final details of the divorce settlement. Miranda’s team had put together the proof they needed to force Brock’s hand. After his team saw the evidence they had on him, he’d have no choice but to comply with her demands. 

      With that nearly out of the way, she had turned her attention to how to help Damien get his business off the ground. But for her plan to work, everything had to be in place before he found out about it. He’d be furious. He’d also put a stop to her plans, which was the last thing she wanted to do. 

      “Okay, so that should just about wrap things up. Give me a couple of days, and I’ll send over the final documents for you to look over one last time,” Miranda said. 

      “What a relief it’ll be when this is all over,” Courtney told her. 

      “It’ll be more than a relief. It’ll be a huge victory. The only thing I wish is that we could see the look on his face when he finds out what we’ve got on him.”

      “Wouldn’t that be amazing?” she said. “I guess we’ll just have to imagine it.”

      “I guess so,” Miranda answered. 

      “How’s the other thing coming along?” Courtney asked, wanting to move onto talking about her future instead of her past. 

      “Good. I’ve got it almost all set up, but I have to ask one more time—are you positive you want to do this?”

      “One hundred percent.”

      “Okay,” Miranda said with a little sigh. “It’s risky, but if it’s what you really want, I’ll take care of it.”
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      A few days later, Damien pulled up in front of his house and took the keys out of the ignition. He’d been at a meeting Clark had set up for him with another investor. It had gone about as well as the thirty-some meetings he’d already had, and even though he knew he shouldn’t get his hopes up, he was still clinging to the possibility he’d get a yes. He sat for a moment before getting out and sent Courtney a text that he’d arrived. She had something planned and had asked him not to come in until she gave him the go-ahead. He loosened his tie and waited. 

      “Come on in. I’m ready for you …”

      A broad smile crossed his face as he jogged up the steps to his front door. Stepping inside, he toed off his shoes. 

      “Hi there,” he called down the hall. “What’s this big surprise?”

      “You sound curious.” Her voice came from down the hall. 

      “Very. Where do you want me?” 

      “Living room. There’s a chair set up for you. Have a seat.” 

      Damien followed orders and made his way to the living room. “I missed you today.” 

      “What’s that?”

      “I missed you today. I couldn’t wait to come home.” He raised his voice so it would find her. Sitting down, he picked up a frosted mug of beer that she’d set out for him. “What a nice way to start the evening. Beer and a surprise? A guy could get used to this.” 

      The lights dimmed, and he turned to see her standing at the entrance of the living room, dressed in a crisp white dress shirt, a black mini-skirt, and red stilettos. The first three buttons of her shirt were open, allowing a hint of red lace to peek out. Something with a heavy bass line and sweeping vocals started its sultry introduction over the speakers. Courtney gave a slow strut to Damien. She gave him a sexy smile and reached for his tie. She ran one finger down the length of it, leaning forward to lower her mouth over his, and moved just out of reach when he tried to kiss her. The angle gave him a view of her perfect breasts, and he caught a whiff of that perfume she wore, the one that scrambled his senses. Damien reached for her, but she shook her finger at him. 

      “No touching the dancer, sir.” 

      Damien swallowed hard, feeling his body react to her like this. She was everything sexy. Hell, she was sex itself. 

      She stood tall, then strutted away from him over to the pole. Damien watched the muscles in her lean calves as she moved with purpose. When she reached the pole, she took it in one hand and twirled around it, with her arms out to each side. The action was fluid and confident, and the look on her face as she turned was that of a woman in charge. She centered her body in front of the chrome bar and rested her back against it before wiggling down the pole, shimmying her hips from side to side until her bottom was near the floor. Working her way back up, she spun around to face the pole, then bent forward with her legs straight. The skirt lifted as she moved, and he caught a glimpse of her lacy panties that matched her bra.

      Damien’s pants became very restrictive. He took a swig of the beer, trying to quench the thirst he was feeling. 

      She lifted herself, held the pole with one hand and leaned back so far that he could see down her shirt again. 

      “Wow. Exquisite,” he said in a low tone. 

      Courtney stood next to the pole, then in one fluid movement, gripped it with both hands, lifted both legs into a V and spun around, landing gracefully. 

      He watched, mesmerized, as she unbuttoned two more buttons on her shirt, and swayed in time to the music as she gazed at him. Damien stared into her eyes, lust building in him. His gaze lowered to her full lips, painted just the perfect shade of red. They were glossy and gorgeous, and he wanted those lips all over his body. 

      She finished unbuttoning her shirt and tugged at the hem, opening it wide in time with the music. She turned and shrugged her shoulders, letting the white fabric fall but catching it before it landed on the floor. She turned back and tossed it at Damien, who caught it with one hand and grinned. 

      She bent over again, grabbing her ankles, legs spread wide. Damien let out a long puff of air. The urge to get up out of that chair and step up behind her was almost overwhelming. She raised herself back up and turned to him again, pulling down the waistband of her skirt to reveal the scrap of lace underneath. But instead of taking it off, she let go of it, so it covered her again.

      She knew what she was doing. 

      She spun around the pole again, this time with her legs tucked behind her. Holding on, she arched her body back again in a display of strength and flexibility. Damien was completely under her spell. After swiveling her hips to the beat, Courtney finally slid her skirt down, then lifted it with the toe of her stilettos and tossed it at him.

      She toyed with her panties now, swaying her hips from side to side as she ran her delicate fingers up and down along her thighs. Turning, she bent her knees and lowered herself toward the floor again, giving him the view of that luscious ass with that lacy thong running up the center. Moving in time with the music, she stood tall and made another spin around the pole. Damien licked his lips, loving to see her own her power like this. 

      She had her back to him now, and she was opening the clasp on her bra. His body pulsed with need, wanting her to take it off. And she did. She tossed the bra across the room, then ran her hands up her body, covering her breasts with her fingers before turning to him. His eyes fell on her hands as she caressed herself. Her nipples were hard, and just a hint of her full, perky breasts showed beneath splayed fingers. She tweaked her nipples before slowly running her hands down the front of her body, swaying and rocking to the beat.

      Courtney gave him a sexy smile and moved toward him now, placing her hands on his knees and wiggling her way down again. She lifted herself up, then turned, giving him a close-up view of her ass as she swayed. She hooked her thumbs in the sides of her thong and lowered one side seductively. 

      Damien ached to reach for her. He ached to tear off his clothes and bury himself inside her in the worst way. He wanted her so badly that it was physically painful.

      Unable to help himself any longer, he grabbed her wrist and spun her to him, then pulled her onto his lap. He lifted his hands to her face, crushing her mouth with his, wanting her to know how much he loved her like this. Powerful. Seductive. Confident. His. 

      He pressed his lips to hers, thrusting his tongue into her mouth, claiming her for his own. She accepted him, parting her lips and inviting more. Her hands fisted in his shirt, and she tugged on the fabric. The need to show her what she meant to him crashed over him—a tidal wave of unrelenting passion, lust, and possessiveness.

      His hands left her body only long enough for him to stand and help Courtney remove his clothes. A frenzy of buttons popping, of tugging and yanking until he was nude before her. He reached for her panties, the last trace of her dance, and tore them from her body, throwing them to the floor. She gasped as Damien pulled her onto the floor with him and pinned her beneath his body. They were now skin on skin, kissing and caressing each other wildly. 

      Together, they were an unstoppable force of passion. His hands traveled up and down her sides, then he moved his hand in between her parted legs, pressing his hand to her sex, rubbing her, thrusting his fingers inside her. She was exposed to him now. There was nothing between them but air, and he would get that the hell out of his way soon enough. 

      He rolled onto his back, bringing her on top of him with one smooth motion. Reaching around behind her, he grabbed her ass with both hands and lifted her onto his waiting cock. She wet him with her desire. The moan that came from her chest was a strangled sound, filled with desperation. She thrust herself down his hard length, drawing him inside her in one powerful move as she stretched around him, her body quivering. 

      She pushed herself down onto his cock with the entire weight of her body, taking what she wanted. Her hands gripped his shoulders, her nails digging into his flesh as her tongue found his. She moved her hips back and forth over him in urgent, powerful thrusts, then grabbed both his hands and pinned him to the floor as she rocked her hips back and forth again. Harder. Squeezing him tighter. Deeper. Faster. Desperate for more.

      They moved together, one frenzied mass of flesh gripped by their scorching desire for each other, until they both let go, overcome by the need for release. It was loud, and it lasted. 

      It was the longest, most intense moment he’d ever known. Their bodies were damp with sweat, and their hearts raced as they kissed and moaned and held each other. In that moment, he knew, without a shadow of a doubt, he would never get enough of her.
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        * * *

      

      Courtney pulled on her coziest sweater, some leggings, wool socks, and her lace-up hiking boots. It was the end of August, and the nights were cooling off quickly up in the mountains. She walked outside and down to the fire pit. She and Damien had decided to have a campfire after supper. He knew how much she enjoyed starting the fire, so he told her to get started while he finished up the dishes. She smiled happily to herself as she set to work positioning the kindling.

      It took several tries for the fire to catch, the sound of the crackling bringing that little thrill again. She had done it herself, with no help, and although starting a fire was just a simple little thing to do, it was something that, somehow, was starting to change her self-concept. She was Courtney Bennett, outdoorsy girl who ran every morning, did Muay Thai and yoga, cooked meals from scratch, and was getting better at chess. 

      She was nothing like the harried, anxious actress who arrived here all those weeks ago. She was well-rested, calm, and happy for the first time in … a long time. She no longer had a husband or an entire management team to ‘point her in the right direction.’ Her life of hearing only the voices of those around her had stopped, and now she had a symphony of her own thoughts to enjoy.

      She waited until she was sure the fire had caught before relaxing into the blue Adirondack chair. As soon as she sat down, Tripp hopped up on her lap and made himself at home. Her fingers combed through his fluffy orange fur, and soon he was purring loudly. She sat mesmerized by the dancing flames, mulling over the email she had gotten from Miranda earlier that afternoon. She hoped she was doing the right thing. She was doing it for the right reasons, but whether Damien would think so was another matter entirely. 

      It had been nearly two months since she came to stay with him, and in those eight short weeks, he’d somehow come to mean the world to her. Their relationship, whatever it was, was the most intense healing connection she’d ever known. But as soon as she let that thought seep in, that nagging worry flickered inside her belly, reminding her that time with him was going to come to an end in only a few days. She had gotten word from Miranda that the divorce settlement conference was set for early next week. 

      The idea of leaving Damien was in no way welcome. She wasn’t ready to go back and face her life now that it had been upturned. But it wasn’t just fear of going back to L.A. It was that she didn’t want to be apart from Damien. She missed him when he would go out, even for a few hours. 

      But it was more than that. She loved who she had become here, through his program and with his encouragement. She had never felt more cared for, or safer, or stronger, than when she was in his arms, and over their time together, Courtney had gained valuable insights into who she was and who she wanted to be. He made her believe she could do anything she set her mind to.

      Courtney sighed wistfully at the thought of the way he looked at her each time he saw her. It should scare her, feeling this way about a man so soon after her marriage ended. But, for some reason, it didn’t. It just felt right.

      She had no idea what they would become if they continued, but she needed to find out. She didn’t know how she was going to ask, or even if she should, but she wanted to come back after her divorce was finalized.

      The sound of the screen door closing had her heart beating faster. She took a deep breath and told herself she needed to tell him the whole truth of how she felt about him—that she loved him, and she wanted to build a life together.

      Courtney watched him approach, taking in his perfect posture and confident gait. He held a box of ciders in one hand and a bag in the other. She smiled at him as he set the items down on the side table. 

      “I picked up a little celebratory treat for us when I was in town today,” he told her.

      “Please say it’s donuts.”

      “Not exactly.” Damien leaned down to give the cat a quick pet and Courtney a lingering kiss.

      She watched as he settled himself in the chair next to her and opened a cider for her. Taking it from him, she said, “What are we celebrating?”

      “Well, obviously the fact that you’re doing the Iris Devereux film.”

      Grinning, she said, “Obviously.”

      “But I also got some good news today,” he told her with a proud smile. 

      “What?” she asked, already knowing what it was. Guilt tugged at her, knowing that this was when the deception would start. She only hoped he’d understand her reasoning and even love her for doing this. He’d be angry at first, but maybe it wouldn’t take long for him to forgive her.

      “I saw Clark today. Somehow, out of nowhere, he found a private investor.”

      “Really?” She beamed up at him, even though she hated deceiving him. 

      “Yup! And get this: he’s interested in funding the whole thing for a sixty percent stake.”

      “That’s awesome!”

      “I can hardly believe it. No one ever gets deals this good.” He cracked his own drink and had a long pull. “I managed to get in to see my attorney this afternoon, and he looked it over. It’s all legit. He provided his financials, and the contract is solid.”

      “That’s amazing, Damien. You deserve this.” 

      He leaned over and gave her a lingering kiss. “I don’t know how I got so lucky, but I can’t help but think things started turning around for me the moment you showed up.”

      A pang of guilt hit her as she stared at his face, lit up with the campfire and the glow of excitement. He must have been able to see that something was wrong, because his smile faded. “You okay?”

      “Miranda set up the divorce settlement conference. I have to go back to L.A. next week.”

      He looked momentarily stunned, but quickly recovered. “Well, that’s a good thing, isn’t it? You can end that chapter of your life. Get the fresh start you deserve.”

      “Yes, it’s exactly as it should be.”

      “It is.” Smiling again, he added, “Another reason to celebrate.” He glanced at the side table. “Aren’t you curious about what’s in the bag?”

      “I nearly forgot.”

      He reached into the paper bag and handed her a large brownie wrapped in plastic.

      “Is this what I think it is?”

      “Yup. When you first got here, you said you wanted weed, sugar, dairy and trans fats. I think this might have everything on your list, except maybe not the trans fats. Pretty sure those have been outlawed in bougie canna-bakeries.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “Unlike pot, which is totally legal here.”

      “Strange, isn’t it?” His nose wrinkled up, and the boyishness of it was so cute, a little part of her melted.

      “It is.” She stared down at the brownie. “Thank you. This was very thoughtful of you.” 

      “It was nothing, and listen, there’s absolutely no pressure, though. You don’t have to have it if you weren’t serious. I can just throw it out.”

      “I don’t know. It feels a bit … badass.” She laughed at herself and was glad to see he found her comment amusing. 

      “So be a badass. Why not?”

      “Yeah, why not?” She was about to unwrap it, then she stopped herself. “Oh, but only if you’re going to be a badass with me.” 

      He nodded and held up another one. “It would be rude to let you eat alone.”

      “Should we try this? Now?”

      “Sure. Now’s as good a time as any.”

      They both unwrapped their brownies and took a few bites. 

      “It’s a little dry, isn’t it?” Damien asked.

      “Hmm, I quite like it. It’s a very nice treat.”

      “You’re just trying to be kind. It’s pretty awful,” he said. 

      Courtney smiled at him, despite the sandy bits of chalky weed-flavored brownie coating her mouth. “Okay, it’s a little dry.” 

      Damien nodded. “You can really taste the weed.” 

      “Mmm. Weed.” 

      The pair laughed together. When the moment was over, they were left staring at each other, sparks flying between them. She could feel her worries drifting away from her, slowly, imagining them floating up out of her body and drifting away with the smoke from the fire. “I haven’t felt this relaxed in years.”

      “Better than a day at the spa?” he asked. 

      “Much better. I honestly don’t like going to the spa. It feels like a giant waste of time.” She had another sip of cider. “But don’t tell anyone. It’ll ruin my reputation as a princess.” 

      He grinned at her. “Your secret’s safe with me.” 

      “I know it is.” 

      They sat listening to the frogs singing their night songs as they mellowed out a little. 

      “I like it here, Damien.” She turned to him. “I like everything about it. It’s quiet and beautiful and calm and safe. I can wear my old comfy flannel pajama bottoms outside, and no one is here to snap a photo of it and spin a ridiculous story about how I’m falling apart. There’s no fashion police to shame me for not wearing makeup. It’s perfect here.” 

      Damien took a sip of his drink. “I can’t even imagine living in your world full time. It doesn’t sound like a very nice place.” 

      “It has its perks.” She gave him a small smile. “But I like it here. I like being with you.” 

      “I like having you here.” 

      Courtney picked up Tripp, stood up, and placed the cat gently back on her chair before turning to Damien. He put his hands on her hips and tugged so she was now sitting on his lap, her body sideways to him. She touched his face with one hand, tracing from his temple to his jaw as she stared into his eyes. “I don’t want to leave.” 

      “In that case, you should come back.” He gazed at her, his words full of meaning. He lifted his face to hers and laced his hand through her hair around her scalp, then angled her mouth to meet his. 

      His kiss was soft and slow and sweet, and it did the most wonderful things to her body. She parted her lips, inviting him in, showing him that she wanted more than just one kiss.

      Damien accepted the invitation, exploring her mouth with his tongue. He wrapped one arm around her back and drew her close to his body while the other stayed in her hair. The way his mouth moved with hers, the way he held her, made her desperate for more. She ran a hand over his powerful arm, feeling his strength and finding herself completely taken by it.

      Courtney turned, straddling his lap. With the angle of the chair, she couldn’t lower herself fully. A frustrating few inches of space remained between them. She ran her hand down and over the front of his jeans, over his rock-hard length. She was desperate to have him inside her. By how he was moving, it was what he wanted, too. Damien pulled back a bit and stopped, giving her a serious look. “I want you to stay.”
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      I want you to stay.

      Those words were more beautiful than anything she’d ever heard in her life. Courtney rested her forehead against his, nodding and letting relief wash over her.

      “You’re beautiful and sweet and smart and fun, and I’ve wanted you since the day you got here.” He kissed her again.

      Courtney kissed him back. “You’re sexy and kind and honest, and I’ve wanted you since the day I got here. I want to stay as long as you’ll let me.”

      He crushed her mouth with his, his hand rubbing her core over her clothes. Her body reacted to his touch, and a sweet ache moved through every fiber of her being. Damien ran his hand back up to the waistband of her pants, and he let his fingers linger there, just inside the fabric. Courtney lifted her body higher, willing him to go farther as she deepened their kiss. He responded by letting his hand slide down inside her panties. Rubbing her sensitive skin, his fingers moved in slow circles over her, drawing out a moan. She bucked her hips against his hand, hoping for more and getting it in the form of his fingers sliding inside, exactly where she needed him.

      The feeling of it made her wild. She reached down and tugged his shirt up over his head, revealing the sight of his massive chest. She stopped kissing him long enough to look down at his thoroughly impressive upper body. She would never grow tired of that view.

      “Wow.” Courtney ran her hands over his skin, loving the feeling of his warm, hard chest. Not caring that they were outside, she pulled back and put her hands on the hem of her shirt, lifting it over her head and tossing it on the other chair, leaving her topless. Damien let out a happy sigh while staring shamelessly at her breasts, his lips soon following his gaze. 

      Courtney straightened her back and arched, giving him access to her. His mouth hovered over her right breast for a second before he lowered it to her nipple, teasing and licking it until it was so hard it was almost painful. But it was a pain she wanted. His mouth moved over to give her left breast the same careful attention, his fingers mirroring what his mouth was doing. The feeling of it was exquisite, and her breath caught as pleasure rippled through her body. She was desperate to have him inside her. She had needed so desperately to feel alive and cared for, and he had given that to her.

      Courtney reached down and struggled to undo his jeans, finally getting them open so she could get her hand inside. He groaned when her hand found the smooth skin of his hard length, and as she gripped him, she felt his excitement for her.

      “Fuck,” he whispered, and his hands were now on her hips, tugging at her remaining clothes. Once they were gone, she could feel the cool air against her skin and it made her shiver a bit. Damien stood with her on his lap and pressed his body to hers, warming her. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and he carried her up the path to the house, their mouths never parting. When they reached the deck, he walked up the steps and opened the door with one hand, still holding her to him with the other. 

      He laid her down on the bed and made short work of removing what was left of his clothing, then stood, gazing at her under the light of the moon in the window. The look on his face was so full of desire that it thrilled her in a way nothing else could. She couldn’t remember a time when she’d felt more beautiful than this moment with him watching her and running his strong hands up her body, from her knees to her breasts. Courtney spread her legs and lifted her head off the bed, propping herself on her elbows so she could get closer to him. His mouth claimed hers and she lowered herself down again, coaxing him on top of her as she did. 

      The weight of his body on hers was delicious. His skin on hers was addictive. He was good and honest and would be true to her. And she wanted to be all those things for him. She wanted to hide away with him and never leave. He held himself up with one arm while he touched her jaw with the other. Courtney opened her eyes and saw that he was giving her that look again, the one she wanted to memorize. The one that had made everything okay.
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        * * *

      

      Damien rocked his hips back and forth, his hard length finding her ready for him. She was wet with desire, and the expression on her face as she gazed up at him had him losing all sense of fear of the future. That gorgeous pouty mouth of hers, that little sigh when his cock pressed against her, how she just licked her lips, all of it making him crazy with need. He wanted her like he had never wanted another woman. He slowly pushed his way inside. The look on her face told him to go on. The way she panted and whispered ‘yes’ to him.

      He lowered his mouth to her neck, scattering lingering kisses over her skin from her earlobe down to her collarbone. He could smell her hair and her skin, and there had never been another scent so pleasing to him. He moved over her smoothly, slowly, tenderly. He was going to take his time with her to make sure she was completely satisfied. 

      She deserved to be cared for this way, to be shown how beautiful she was, both inside and out. He wanted her to know he saw her—not just a movie star, but her, Courtney, just as she was. He smiled at her, then lowered his mouth over hers, and once again, their tongues melded together, driving each other wild with passion. He could feel her muscles squeezing him, her pussy throbbing, her hands on his arms, her legs wrapped around his waist. The pleasure of it all had him moving with more force, more purpose. He stopped kissing her, not wanting the moment to end.

      “You’re beautiful, Courtney, just like this,” he whispered to her, his heart pounding as he let the words escape his lips.

      He felt the second that she came undone, throbbing and tensing and writhing under him, calling out his name. The feeling of it, the intensity of it all, was too much for him to resist. Wave after wave of his powerful release washed over him. When it was over, he was left not with just a sense of satisfaction but a sense of longing. One that wouldn’t stop.

      He rolled onto his side and tucked her close to his body, burying his face in her neck and kissing her as they both recovered. Nothing had ever felt as right as her naked skin against his. Nothing ever would. He wrapped his arm over her as she wiggled closer to his body until there was no space between them. Courtney sighed happily, turning her head to kiss him once more. They lay like this together, their bodies bathed in the silver light of the moon, holding and kissing and caressing each other, until their passion for each other rose again.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Damien leaned against the door frame, watching her pack. She darted around the room, clearly lost in thought as she folded each item carefully and found just the right spot in her suitcase. He knew she must be worried about the settlement conference. She would have to come face-to-face with Brock, who was likely to lash out at her somehow. After all, she was winning, and that was something a narcissistic asshole like him couldn’t swallow.

      Courtney looked up from her packing. Her face lit up when she saw him. “There you are. How’d it go?” 

      He grinned, proud of the progress he’d made with his attorney. “Great. Just a couple of small tweaks have to be made to the shareholder and investment agreement, then we’re all set. It should be all said and done by the time you get back.”

      Even though she was smiling, he could tell something was wrong. Walking over, he wrapped her in a big hug. “You’ll be back before you know it, only it’ll be better because you’ll be free and clear, and we’ll finally be able to be seen in public together.” Rubbing her back, he said, “Just think, by the time you get here, I’ll officially be funded.”

      She squeezed him tighter. “It’ll be a fresh start for each of us.”

      “A fresh start for us together,” he said, excitement building in his chest at the thought of it. Damien had already started talking to timber companies to sell some of the wood on the land, and an old contractor buddy had agreed to pour the foundations for the cabins and training center. Now that things were moving, they were going to move fast, and he couldn’t wait. Even though he knew Courtney couldn’t care less whether he had money or not, he wanted to bring his most successful self to their relationship.

      Courtney groaned. “Do I have to go? I just want to stay here with you and forget the rest of the world exists.”

      He dropped a kiss on her forehead. “I wish you didn’t have to go either, but it’s the next hurdle for you. You have to cross it so you can be free and clear of him. And just think, when you get back, after an appropriate amount of time, I’ll finally be able to hold your hand in public. Maybe even do this.” He kissed her softly on the lips.

      “That sounds amazing.”

      “It will be, but in the meantime, I got you something to remind you of how incredible you are.” He slid his hand into his pocket and took out a small box.

      Courtney took the lid off to reveal a flat silver bracelet. She picked it up and read the inscription on the inside: Always remember you’re a kick ass warrior princess who can do anything you set your mind to. Now go do it. 

      Feeling suddenly unsure about it, he said, “You don’t have to wear it or anything. I’m not even sure if it’s your style.”

      Her eyes welled up as she slid it onto her wrist. “I love it. I don’t think I’ve ever received such a touching gift before.”

      “Every time you look at it, know I’m here believing in you.” He kissed her on the top of her head, inhaling the scent of her shampoo. 

      “I don’t want to do this without you,” she told him, wrapping her arms around his waist and burying her face in his chest.

      They both agreed he couldn’t go with her. If he did, the press would forever paint her as having cheated on Brock, and the last thing she needed was to have anything risking her reputation. Especially when she was trying to embark on a new career path as a serious actor.

      Taking her cheeks in his hands, he tilted her head back to face him. “You’ve got this, Courtney. You know exactly what to do when you get in that room. You can easily anticipate his moves, and you have a strategy to counter them. He won’t win this one.”

      “I know, but I still want you there for backup.”

      “Believe me, there’s nothing I’d want more than to be right next to you the entire time. But the truth is, you need to face him on your own. That’s the only way you’ll truly know how strong you are.” 

      She gave him a confident nod. “You’re right. I can do this.”

      “You can and will.”

      She rose to her tiptoes and kissed him, a slow, sweet, lingering kiss that stirred his body. He felt her lips part, and his tongue slid in between them. He wrapped one hand around her waist and pulled her to him, holding her as close as he could, wanting her to know how much he cared for her. 

      Her hands moved up to his hair, the hair he would gladly let her mess up anytime she wanted. He drank her in as they kissed, their bodies melding together to the perfect fit. He nuzzled her neck, then whispered in her ear, “I love you.” Pulling back, he stared into her mossy green eyes. “I’ve never loved someone the way I love you.”

      Her eyes glistened as she said, “I love you, too. So much more than I ever knew was possible. You’re everything I want, Damien.”

      They kissed again, but this time, it was different. This time, it was a promise of forever.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, they pulled up in front of the gate accessing the hangars for private jets. They’d driven in silence, holding hands the entire way. Damien stopped the SUV in front of the jet the studio had reserved for her. She was wearing sunglasses and an old cap she borrowed from him. He had tossed it to her as they were leaving the house. “Here, take this.”

      “Since when do you have a hat?”

      “Since my girl needed one to slip past crowds of people without being noticed,” he said with a self-satisfied smirk, as if he knew exactly how much this unexpected thoughtfulness would mean to her. 

      Now, as they sat next to each other, knowing their secret time together was coming to an end, reality was setting in for both of them. This would be hard. She was about to face her ex, and she’d have to do it alone, armed only with the skills Damien had taught her. But she was ready.

      He lifted her hand and brushed his lips over her knuckles. “I’ll go load your things for you. You should stay in the truck until the last moment, so no one spots you.”

      “Wait.” She tightened her grip on his hand. “Damien, I—” The words caught in her throat.

      “I know.” He leaned over and kissed her forehead. “Same here.”

      A few minutes later, she walked in front of Damien to the plane, her heart feeling like it might break, silly as it seemed. It was only a week apart. He followed her up the steps to the plane, and once they were safely inside, she turned so they could have one last goodbye kiss without anyone seeing. 

      She reached up and held his face in both hands, lifting onto her toes to kiss him. Damien wrapped his arms around her and kissed her back. It was a kiss that said how much they loved each other and that they’d be right back together as soon as possible. It was bittersweet and hopeful at the same time. 

      When they finally pulled apart, she said, “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “I know,” he said, gently tugging the top of the baseball cap. “You have to bring my hat back.”

      She laughed. “Definitely.” 

      He smiled. “See you very soon, Princess.”

      “See you soon.”

      “The pole and I will be waiting.”

      She watched as he jogged down the steps, her big, strong man. The one who had lifted her up and showed her just how powerful she could be. 

      After settling herself in one of the plush leather seats, her phone rang, and she was glad for the distraction to stop her from feeling too melancholy.

      “Hi, Miranda,” she said.

      “We’re all set for the meeting,” Miranda told her. “I’m not going to lie. It’s going to get ugly, but at the end of the day, he’ll have no choice but to agree to our terms.”

      Courtney took a deep breath. “I’m ready for it. Has everything gone okay with the realtor?” 

      “Yes, perfectly. I mean, hell, you listed it for a million under market value, so of course they found a buyer fast. They signed the NDA and agreed to wait a month to sign the paperwork.”

      “Excellent. Thank you so much for taking care of that for me.” They talked for another minute until the flight attendant came by to tell her to prepare for takeoff. When they hung up, Courtney bit her lip, worry spreading through her as she buckled her seatbelt. Maybe she shouldn’t have done all this. Damien was going to be furious, but it was too late to back out now. 

      And hopefully, he would understand when it was all said and done. If he ever found out.
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        Los Angeles, California - One Week Later

      

      

      “It appears that Courtney Bennett is bouncing back much better than anticipated after her break-up with Brock McCain. After a two-month absence, Courtney is back in Hollywood, looking better than ever. Sources suggest she has been at a wellness retreat, and although she hasn't broken her silence yet, Courtney is quoted to have said she has "big news about where I've been. I can't wait to share about it once I finish handling my legal affairs." 

      One thing’s for sure, Courtney has reappeared in top physical form. She credits her new physique to extensive pole-dancing practice. 

      “It’s so common for women, me included, to lose touch with our sensuality as we age and, well, let's face it—my bed was pretty lonely, so pole has offered me a way to get to know myself all over again. It’s been an incredible confidence booster—and I hope it comes through in my next role.”

      

      Courtney sat on the couch in her luxury condo. She was in her bathrobe and had her wet hair wrapped in a towel while she ate salad from a takeout box. She shut off the TV and glanced at the clock, realizing it was almost ten in the evening. She yawned. This was the worst time of day. The time when her entire body ached for Damien.

      Tomorrow was the big day. She would finally be rid of Brock forever, and as nervous as she was about facing him, she could also taste the freedom, and she decided to focus on that more than the meeting that would be over in all of a few hours. She would be fine. She knew it. She had both the truth and a hell of an amazing lawyer on her side, but more than that, Courtney finally had the strength to fight him. But in order to do that well, she needed to get some sleep.

      A quick teeth-brushing and some brightening serum on her face fulfilled a very truncated version of her nightly grooming routine. Before she climbed into bed, she ran her fingers over the bracelet Damien had given her. Taking it off, she read the inscription again, smiling at the words kick ass warrior princess. He believed in her, and he had taught her how to believe in herself. 

      She slid the bracelet back on, then sent him a text. 

      
        
          
            
              
        I hope you had a great day. I love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      A few seconds later, she saw the three little dots. Her heart tugged as she waited for his reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry I haven’t been in touch. I’ve been with the crew all day, clearing the lot. Just got out of the shower and am about to drop into bed.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You must be exhausted. 

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I am, but even worse is how much I’m missing you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        If it’s even half of how much I miss you, it’s got to be bad.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        It’s bad all right. Are you ready for tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I am. I can’t wait to have it over with and to see you tomorrow night.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Same here. Just think, in twenty-four hours, I’ll be holding you in my arms again.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        It can’t happen soon enough. 

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stay strong tomorrow morning. You know what to do, and you’re going to come out ahead because you’re a good person. You’re loyal and caring and kind and honest.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Thanks, babe. I love you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I love you too. Get some sleep, sweetie.

      

      

      

      

      

      She let out a long sigh as she read the word honest. She hadn’t been entirely honest with him. She couldn’t change that now. All she could do was hope he’d understand. Shutting off the light, she lay awake for a long time, worrying about whether he was going to understand that she had done the wrong thing for all the right reasons. 
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Aspen, Colorado 

      

      

      Damien lay in bed trying to fall asleep. He was missing Courtney like crazy, and he hated to fall asleep without her. He tossed and turned, wishing he was with her now and that he could be there for her the next day. Even though he had projected confidence whenever he spoke with her, he still was nervous, not wanting her to have to face what would very likely be an ugly scene without him. But that’s exactly what she needed to do. To face Brock on her own so she would know she had the strength to do it.

      The two had debated whether or not Damien should come to the meeting, but in the end, they decided it would be best for him to fly in to see her that evening instead. He couldn’t wait to wrap his arms around her and knowing that moment was less than twenty-four hours away had him wide awake when he should’ve been sleeping. He grabbed his phone off the bedside table and started Googling articles about divorce hearings. 

      That led to a search on celebrity divorce, and as much as he tried to resist, he found himself looking up news on Courtney. He felt awful doing it, knowing that much of what would be written would be conjecture at best, and lies at worst. But he couldn't seem to stop himself.

      Most of the articles were quite positive, with the media seeming to adore her. There was plenty of commentary on her bravery for putting her health first in the wake of Brock’s cheating. Overall, it seemed like she was going to come out on top of this.

      After scrolling for a while, he came across a video entitled, "Courtney and Brock's Division of Assets: Who will get what in this multi-million-dollar divorce?" 

      He clicked on it and watched as the YouTuber ran viewers through Courtney and Brock’s properties in Malibu, Spain, and Tahoe. Footage of her on some daytime talk show leading the host through their home in Malibu was shown as the man talked over the footage, explaining how, with Brock's extensive executive producer credits, his net worth was well into the upper nine figures, while Courtney's was close behind. 

      Damien's gut tightened a little as he took in for the first time just how incredibly wealthy Courtney was. Even though the money didn't matter to her, he was even more positive that not accepting her offer to fund his retreat was the best move he could have made. He needed to make something of himself on his own, not because it would matter to her, but because he needed to prove to himself that he could do it.

      The footage changed to a beautiful lodge on the shore of Lake Tahoe. It had exactly the same vibe he was going for with his cabins, only vastly larger. As he watched the footage, he imagined the two of them there on vacation someday together, lounging in the hot tub, sipping drinks with her on his lap. It was that thought that finally allowed him to put his phone down and drift off to sleep. She would be divorced soon. He would make something of himself. And together, they would live happily-ever-after.
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        * * *

      

      Courtney stared out the window of the conference room, barely registering the expansive view of the Los Angeles skyline as she ran her finger across her bracelet. Miranda sat at the table, preparing her documents while they waited for Brock and his team to arrive. Of course, Paul and Yolanda would be there. And possibly Steve, his agent, and Brock's attorney, Grayson Scott.

      She knew Brock would be late as a clear sign of how little her time mattered to him. It was just another stupid power move on his part that she would ignore. By the end of the morning, their signatures would be next to each other's for the final time, and she would be free.

      "How are you feeling this morning?" Miranda asked.

      "Good. I'm ready to get this over with," Courtney said, even though her gut was churning with the fact that she was about to face the people who she once had trusted with her life. People who had let her down and betrayed her. As if summoned by her train of thought, the five of them walked into the room, chatting and laughing as though they were on their way out to dinner instead of arriving at a divorce proceeding. Courtney stiffened slightly, but forced herself to look calm as she greeted them. She would show them she was no longer the meek, easily manipulated woman she had been before. She was a fighter. She had spent months preparing for battle, and she would emerge victorious today.

      Brock sat on the opposite side of the table from Miranda, with Yolanda, Paul, and Steve to his right, and Grayson to his left. Courtney took her seat next to Miranda, knowing they looked very much outnumbered. The choice not to bring anyone else with them was part of the strategy Damien had taught her. 

      Appear weak when you are strong.

      Grayson opened his briefcase and took out several sets of papers, sliding one copy across to Miranda while Brock and his entourage each took a copy for themselves. 

      “All right, let's get this over with. I think you'll find Brock's offer is more than generous under the circumstances. He's agreeing to allow Courtney to keep everything she came into the marriage with, the villa in Spain, and he's willing to offer her $30 million, but it has to be no contest, and everything has to be signed off today. This will ensure a certain damning video remains private, which we all know will be of the utmost importance to your client. The money will be more than enough to get her set up again here in L.A. My client’s preference is obviously that Courtney moves somewhere outside of Malibu, but that hasn't been stipulated in the agreement. That would just be a courtesy both parties likely agree is in their best interest.” 

      Of course, Brock came into this meeting overconfident and greedy, but demanding all shared assets, no contest, in trade for a tiny fraction of their combined net worth? It was a huge reach, even for Brock. How could his attorney manage to read off the conditions without flinching or portraying what everyone in the room knew to be true: this was ludicrous. She almost laughed aloud.

      Grayson wrapped up by saying, “Brock would like to have everything finalized today. Feel free to take a few minutes to read it over and discuss it amongst yourselves.”

      Next to him, Brock smiled smugly at Courtney. “If you could hurry it along, I’d appreciate it. Tiff is waiting for me downstairs.”

      Miranda made a little ‘hmph’ sound, then said, “Yeah, I think in the end we’re going to go in a different direction.” She slid the package back to Greyson. “My client will absolutely not be signing this.”

      She picked up the remote control on the conference table and turned the television on. All eyes turned to the screen. Frozen on it was an email between Brock, Paul, Yolanda, and Steve, outlining the directorial notes for the deep fake video.

      Yolanda gasped and Paul muttered, “Oh shit.”

      “Oh shit is right. Paul,” Courtney said. Turning to Brock, she added, “I've got your balls in a vice, and whether you'll have them back when this is all said and done is going to be entirely up to you.”

      Brock's face turned bright red, and he opened his mouth to say something, but Grayson put his hand on Brock's forearm, stopping him.

      “Let me take you through everything we've got,” Miranda said with a satisfied smile. She flipped through the text exchanges outlining the plan to blackmail Courtney with the video, Brock telling them that Tiffany was on board to play the role, screenshots of the script used, including a timestamp on the documents’ version history found in Yolanda's Google Docs.

      Finally, she wrapped it up with a recorded Zoom meeting that had taken her IT guy days to find, but it was the golden ticket. It showed Courtney's team talking with Brock and Steve the year before all this began, planning to replace her with someone younger, fresher, and more ‘on brand’ with Brock. 

      By the time Miranda shut off the TV, Brock looked so angry, Courtney wasn't sure he wouldn't cry. Paul looked ready to spit nails, his eyes locked on the screen. Yolanda refused to look at her, seeming to have the good sense to keep her gaze on the table, looking appropriately ashamed.

      Miranda slid their settlement offer across the table to Grayson. “He can have the house in Malibu. Courtney gets the villa in Spain and the cabin in Tahoe. She gets 80 million from Brock to offset the damage done to her career over the years, and we all know there has been damage, so don't try to deny it. Out of the generosity of her heart and desire to have this behind her, and against my advice, Courtney also agrees to drop the slander case I’ve put together should you agree to these terms.” Miranda slid a second folder over the table to Grayson, this one outlining the evidence of the slander Brock and his team so obviously crafted. Turning to Courtney, Miranda said, “Why don't we give them a few minutes to revisit the terms?”

      “We will need weeks—” Grayson started, but Courtney interrupted. 

      “I don’t think you’ll want to wait. If you don’t accept my terms today, I’ll be filing this.” She nodded over to Miranda, who pulled out a file on cue and slid it over to Grayson. An unexpected sadistic thrill shot through her as she saw his mouth tighten at the corners. She flicked her attention to Brock. “It’s a slander case—a rather good one. One I’ll win, as I’m sure Mr. Scott will attest after reviewing. You may either accept my terms today, and all of this ends. Otherwise, you and I will play ball in court.”

      “Are you threatening me?” His eyes narrowed, his lips curling in disgust. 

      “I’m simply, what was the phrase you used? Oh! Finding happiness on my own terms.” Courtney smiled down at him as she stood, not bothering to hide the edge of superiority in it. “And if you could hurry it along, that would be wonderful. I have an amazing life to get back to.”

      She followed Miranda into an adjoining room. Only once the door clicked shut did she allow herself to let out a huge breath. Then, as shouts echoed from the other side of the wall, she and Miranda burst out laughing. They listened as the shouting escalated. Courtney, too excited to wait, sent a text to Damien with an update. 

      
        
          
            
              
        We did it. Waiting on results.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Just about to get on the flight. Can’t wait to see you.

      

      

      

      

      

      A few minutes later, the shouting stopped, replaced by hushed voices and random bursts of anger. An hour later, there was a knock at the door. Grayson walked in. “Okay, I think we’re ready to proceed.”

      They followed him back into the room to see Brock looking enraged and, frankly, like a loser. He sneered at Courtney as she sat back down across from him. “I can't believe you would do me like this, after everything we've been through together.”

      Courtney snorted. “Don't even try to pretend you have the moral high ground here. You never had it to begin with.”

      Grayson cleared his throat to stop Brock from what was quite likely going to be an angry retort. “In light of the new information, my client is receptive to your offer.”

      A smile crossed Courtney's lips as she settled in, ready for round two.
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      The ride to Courtney’s condo from the airport felt like forever, even though it was less than an hour. By the time he arrived at her building, Damien was so excited to get upstairs, he could hardly stand still. He stepped on the elevator, his overnight bag holding a bottle of Dom he brought to get their celebration off to the right start.

      He knocked on the door to her condo, his heart bursting with anticipation. She pulled the door open, looking gorgeous in a navy suit. As soon as he walked inside and set his bag down, Courtney jumped into his arms, hugging him tightly. He picked her up and twirled her around, a flood of happiness washing over him now that they were back together. After losing themselves in some serious kissing, he finally set her down. 

      “It worked. The entire plan. It went off without a hitch,” she said, her face lit up with excitement. “You would have been proud of me. I was stoic. And tough. And we won! Oh, did we ever win.” She hugged him again. “And it’s all thanks to you.”

      “I may have provided the framework, but you did what you had to do to make this happen.” 

      “Okay, well, we did it together,” she said, walking over to a table set for two. “I ordered dinner already. I figured you’d be starving by now.”

      Following her, he sat down at the table, where their meal was waiting. 

      “Burgers, fries, and beer felt like the perfect victory meal to me.” All stuff she wouldn’t have eaten during her marriage. 

      Damien grinned. “Let’s eat while you tell me everything.”

      She picked up a fry and dipped it in some ketchup. “Brock capitulated on everything. All of it. No changes. We also launched our quiet, heavily NDAed lawsuit against Yolanda and Paul, where they will almost certainly settle very generously. Today couldn’t have been better—all thanks to you!”

      They ate their meal while she went over every detail of the meeting with him, the two of them laughing at her description of her miserable ex. 

      When they’d finished eating, Damien stood and pulled her out of her chair. “I say we keep the celebration going, only in bed.”

      They gave each other a lingering kiss, then Courtney pulled back. “Do you mind if I take a quick shower to wash off the day?”

      “Of course not.”

      She walked away, blowing a kiss over her shoulder at him. “See you in a few minutes.”

      “Let me know if you need any help soaping up.” 

      Damien sighed happily and walked over to the balcony to stare out at the seemingly endless city, all lit up for as far as the eye could see. It was about as different a place as he could imagine from his cabin on the lake. But he didn’t care where he was, as long as he was with the woman he loved. 

      A knock at the door interrupted his musing, and he hurried over to answer it, wondering if she had some surprise cooked up for him. A man in a delivery driver’s uniform stood in the hallway with a yellow envelope in his hands. “For Ms. Bennett.”

      “I’ll make sure she gets it.”

      He closed the door, then called into the bathroom. “Something arrived from Miranda.” 

      “What is it?” she called back.

      “I don’t know. Want me to open it?”

      “Sure. It’s probably something I need to look over for the meeting tomorrow. What’s it say?”

      He opened it and stared at it for a minute, trying to understand what he was looking at. It wasn’t her divorce papers. His mind whirled as he looked over the documents, realization crashing in. The miraculous investor. The fast cash. The lack of in-person meetings with his new investor … it all clicked into place.

      The water shut off, and Courtney said, “Well? What is it?”

      “It’s a shareholder agreement.” His heart thumped in his chest as his mind processed what was happening. “For Aspen Lake Lodge.” 

      His eyes zeroed in on his own signature at the bottom of the page. Damien leaned against the wall, feeling like his legs might give out. The woman he loved and trusted more than anyone had been lying to him for weeks. Not just lying to him, manipulating him. 

      She came out with a towel wrapped around herself, dripping wet and looking terrified. Her eyes were saucers, surprise and panic in them. “I can explain.”

      “I hope so, because if this is what I think it is, you and I are …” He stopped just short of saying they were through.

      Courtney closed her eyes, and her bottom lip trembled. “Don’t say we’re over. Please, Damien. Not over this.”

      She looked so vulnerable, standing there soaking wet in only a towel. His instinct to protect her started a war with his brain, which was telling him she was a complete liar. “Get dressed, then we’ll talk,” he told her, his tone harsh.

      “Damien, I know it looks bad, but after you hear me out, I hope you’ll understand.”

      “Get dressed,” he barked, his tone flat and tight.

      Courtney’s head snapped back. He had never spoken like that to her before, and he immediately regretted it. Softening his voice, he said, “I can’t concentrate with you like that, and from the looks of things, we’ve got a lot to talk about.”

      She nodded, then hurried over to the closet to retrieve some clothes. A few minutes later, she emerged from the bathroom dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, her hair combed out, and her feet bare. 

      Damien cracked a beer from the mini-bar and sat on the couch, waiting for her, having remembered every conversation they’d had about Clark finding the mystery investor. She hurried over and sat on the far side of the couch, tucking her legs underneath her and facing him. 

      Damien shook his head. “Of course it was you. How could I have been so stupid?”

      “You weren’t stupid. You just … trusted me.”

      Scoffing, he said, “See? Stupid.”

      “Damien, please. I know what I did was wrong, but I promise I did it for the right reasons.” 

      He shook his head and closed his eyes for a second. “You lied to my face. Over and over again. You let me think I had done this on my own, when really you were behind it all, pulling the strings like some sort of puppet master.” 

      “I only did it because I believe in you so much. I know you can do so much good in this world, and I wanted to give you the shot you deserved,” she said, her eyes pleading with him. “You completely changed my life, Damien. Everything good that has happened over the last few months is because of you. I have a fresh start, a chance at a better life. I’m going to do the movie because of you. You made me believe in myself again. You taught me how to fight. You showed me how love should feel. All I want is to be your partner.” 

      Her voice was desperate, so much so that part of him wanted to tell her it was okay and that he already forgave her. But he couldn’t do that. He couldn’t be with someone who would lie to him repeatedly, no matter what her reasons were. “You didn’t think I could do it on my own, did you?” 

      “It’s not about what you can do. It’s about what investors believe!” she said, reaching out for him. He shifted his arm so she couldn’t reach him. “How long have you been trying to get funding? Three years? And no one was willing to come on board. And here I am, capable and ready, and you turned my offer down, what, because I love you? It makes no sense!”

      “Of course it made sense. I told you it’s too risky!” He stood up and paced, his mind racing through anger, incredulity, and righteous indignation. Stopping, he stared at her, his jaw set. “What if I fail? What if there just isn’t a market for what I’m doing? Or if the economy tanks? Or if it turns out I’m just plain bad at this? What then? Can you honestly say you’d be happy burning five million dollars for nothing?”

       “Yes!” she said, her voice rising to match his. “Five million dollars, to me, is a drop in the bucket. It's three months of work, Damien. Just let me do this!”

      He scoffed at her words. “But it would sure as shit break me. Do you know what it would be like for me if this whole thing goes south, and I’m into you for that kind of cash? There’s no way I could look you in the eye ever again.”

      Tears filled her eyes. “It’s not going to happen!”

      “Why couldn’t you have just left well enough alone? Why couldn’t you have trusted me to figure out my shit, like I trusted you?”

      “Because no one would’ve funded you. When I brought this to my financial advisor, he told me not to do it unless I was one-hundred percent sure of you. And when I told him the terms I wanted, he said I was nuts and that any other investor would’ve left you sitting with maybe ten percent equity when it was all said and done. You would’ve been able to be fired—from your own retreat. Removed from your home.” She stood and walked over to him. “I couldn’t let that happen to you.”

      Shaking his head, fury running through his veins, he said, “And what was your plan—to lie to me forever? To sign these papers and lock us together legally, all while being with me and never telling me the fucking truth?” 

      “I promise I was going to tell you as soon as the money was in your account. You can ask Clark. He’ll tell you.”

      That news hit him like a sack of bricks. “Clark was in on it??”

      Courtney nodded. “I’m sorry. We decided it was best not to tell you until all was said and done. Otherwise, we knew you wouldn’t take the money.”

      Feeling like he had just had the wind knocked out of him, Damien stared at her for a long time without saying anything. When he did speak again, he muttered, “Jesus. That fucking asshole.”

      “Don’t be mad at Clark. I’m the one who went to him. We both just wanted to help you realize your dream.” 

      “And what did you think would happen?” he yelled. “That I’d be okay with any of this?”

      “I knew you’d be upset, but I hoped that you’d realize how much I love you and believe in you, and that we would work it out.”

      “Work it out?” he asked, his voice cracking. “You betrayed my trust, Courtney. You lied to me over and over again. You made me look like a goddamn fool.”

      Tears filled her eyes. “I’m sorry, Damien. I’m so sorry. If I could go back—”

      “Well, you can’t, can you?” he asked. “I can’t even believe this. You barely even had a conversation with me—why didn’t you just come to me? Why didn’t you actually present these terms?”

      “I tried, but you just shut me down without even hearing me out,” she said, wiping the tears off her cheeks. “I’m sorry. It was a horrible choice, but I promise you, I will never do something like this again. If you give me another chance, I promise I’ll never lie to you again.”

      He stood, staring at her, wanting to believe her, but knowing he couldn’t. The trust was gone. The relationship was over. No matter how badly he wanted it not to be true. “I can’t give you another chance. You broke my trust. I don’t think there’s any coming back from that.” 

      “Damien, no. Please don’t say that,” she sobbed, looking so vulnerable to him. 

      But he couldn’t fall for it. She was a liar. Hell, she got paid to pretend. He walked over to his bag and picked it up off the floor. He didn’t have the first clue where he was going, but he knew it had to be far away from her. He opened the door, then turned back to Courtney. “I thought we had something real. I thought you were real.”

      With that, he walked out the door and out of her life.
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      It had been five weeks since Damien had walked out the door, and they had been the loneliest weeks of her life. She had tried phoning, texting, and emailing, desperate to apologize and make things right again, but she had only received one text back, and that had been nearly a month ago.

      
        
          
            
              
        I need some time to figure out if there’s anything left between us.

      

      

      

      

      

      Those words had haunted her as she went about her days, working out, going over her lines for her upcoming role, and trying in vain to fall asleep every night before three in the morning. The truth was, losing him was far harder than finding out Brock was cheating on her. Her connection with Damien was so much deeper than what she had known with her ex. Damien had shown her what real love felt like.

      Today, Dawn was coming over to her condo to help her with her lines. Dawn was almost certainly using work as an excuse to check in on her, and Courtney appreciated it—Dawn had become a good friend. She arrived carrying a tray with matcha green tea lattes and a box of pastries. They shared a quick hug, then got settled in the living room, each with a copy of the script. 

      “I heard from Iris. They want to have a table read next month,” Dawn said. “Will you be here on the tenth?” 

      “Sadly, I think so,” Courtney said with a sigh.

      “Still no word from Damien?”

      Shaking her head, she said, “I think I have to give up.”

      “Well, maybe it’s a case of no news is good news,” Dawn told her. “He seems like the type of guy who would give you an answer as soon as he had one. Not the type to leave you hanging.”

      Closing her eyes to hold back the tears, Courtney said, “You’re right. He’s nothing if not honorable. Which is partly why what I did is impossible for him to get over.” She leaned her head against the couch. “I’m so stupid! Why did I screw up the best thing that’s ever happened to me?”

      “You’re not stupid, Court. You did what you did out of love,” Dawn said. “He’ll come around.”

      Shaking her head, Courtney said, “I don’t think he will. I’m pretty sure the next time I hear from him, it’ll be goodbye.” Knowing she was close to breaking down yet again, Courtney sat up and cleared her throat. “Anyway, we’ve got work to do. I’m not going to earn any Oscars sitting here wallowing.”

      She picked up her script and opened it to page one, glad she could disappear into the head of her character so she could get out of her own. Even if it was just for a little while. 
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        * * *

      

      Damien hurried around the house, tidying up. Over the past several weeks, he’d barely been home, having picked up as many security shifts as he could. This meant his normally clean home was starting to resemble a frat house at the end of the semester. When he woke up this morning, he realized he couldn’t stand to leave it like this any longer. He had the day off, so he was going to clean, go into town for groceries, go for a run, and work out. Anything to distract himself from how empty the house was without her. He glanced outside at the yellow and orange leaves still clinging to the trees. Autumn was well-underway now, and the chill in the air mirrored the one in his heart. Rolling his eyes at himself, he got back to work, picking up one of the stupid throw pillows she’d ordered and fluffing it. He set it back in place, trying to make it look like it did after Courtney would do it. But it didn’t look the same. Nothing was the same. 

      “Melodramatic much?” he muttered as he walked out of the living room to get started on the dishes. 

      There was a knock at the door just as he was filling the sink with hot, soapy water. His heart pounded; his first thought was that it was Courtney. As he dried his hands and made his way to the front door, his pulse picked up even more and his mind scrambled for a plan. 

      It’s not like he hadn’t thought about this moment an embarrassingly large number of times. What he would do if she showed up. What he would say. He had a plan. He’d tell her it wasn’t going to work out and send her away. Then he’d get right back to being completely miserable. But now that there was a possibility that it was her on the other side of that door, he had no clue what he would do. He only knew what he wanted. Her. But what a man wants and what he should have are two entirely different things. 

      He pulled the door open, only to see Clark standing on the porch, a six-pack of beers in one hand and a sheepish look on his face. Hope died in his chest, and he let out an irritated sigh. “What are you doing here?”

      “I had to come. You won’t take my calls or answer my texts.”

      “I have a good reason for that,” Damien said, stepping aside to let his friend in, out of the cool fall air. 

      “I know you do. I fucked up big time.” Clark followed him inside and toed off his hiking shoes. 

      Gesturing at the beer with his head, Damien said, “If that’s a peace offering, it’s going to take a hell of a lot more than six beers for me to even think about forgiving you.”

      “No, that’s for me. I figured I’d offer to let you beat me up. If you took me up on it, I’d down those first so I could actually force myself to go through with it.”

      Shaking his head with disgust, Damien said, “I’m not going to beat you up.” He paused and started toward the kitchen. “Jackass.”

      “Agreed. And whatever other names you want to throw at me. I betrayed your trust, which was wrong. I get it,” Clark told him. “I had the purest of intentions, and I only did it because I love you, brother.” Holding up both hands, Clark added, “But it was a horrible betrayal, nonetheless.” 

      Damien got back to work on the dishes. “Say what you came here to say, then you might as well leave. I’ve got a busy day.”

      Picking up a dish towel, Clark said, “Umm, that was it. I was going to open with the bit about letting you beat me up, then apologize. After that, I’ve got nothing. I was kind of hoping we’d crack open the beers and things would go back to normal.”

      Damien raised one eyebrow at him, handing him a pan he’d just washed.

      “Okay, so that may have been wishful thinking,” Clark answered. “Look, the truth is, Courtney called me yesterday. And before you get mad and kick me out, she was looking to find out if you’re alright. She’s worried about you, man.”

      Grunting, Damien scrubbed a pot much harder than necessary.

      “She sounded terrible. She knows she screwed up, and she misses you horribly. Can’t eat, can’t sleep. The whole thing,” Clark told him. “You’re going to scrub the bottom right off that pot if you keep going like that.”

      “It’s my pot. If I want to scrub a hole in it, that’s my decision to make,” Damien answered, continuing on, even though the pot was already clean. 

      “I get it. We took away your ability to decide for yourself. It was wrong. I’m sorry, and I’d never do it again,” he said. “But the thing is, Damien, when she called me about the idea, I could hear it in her voice, and I just couldn’t say no to that.”

      “Hear what?”

      “How much she loves you,” he said. “She’s crazy about you, man. For the life of me, I can’t figure out why, but she is. That woman believes in you, and I’m pretty damn sure she’d walk to the ends of the earth for you, if that’s what you needed.”

      “She lied to me. Repeatedly. That’s not love.”

      “Maybe it is when you’re dealing with a stubborn, proud jackass who won’t take you up on the best offer he’s ever going to get.”

      “Don’t make this about me. This was the two of you cooking up some scheme behind my back.”

      “A scheme to make your one big dream come true,” Clark said. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      Damien stilled himself for a second, then leveled Clark with a glare.

      “I actually am very sorry. It was wrong of us. Which I’ve said more times than I can count over the last month.”

      “Your point?” he said, finally rinsing the poor pot he had been taking his anger out on. 

      “Look, here’s the deal. We both love you. Well, not in the same way, obviously. My feelings for you are more like, love ya, man,” Clark said. “But we wanted—and still want—the best for you. We fucked up, but neither of us would ever do it again. Are you really willing to throw away our friendship, and your one shot at love, over this one mistake? Because if you are, that’s pretty damn stupid.”

      “A healthy relationship is built on unwavering trust.”

      “Yeah, and sometimes people fuck things up, and you have to give them a second chance, or you’ll end up very much alone.”

      Damien rolled his eyes again and got started on a lid.

      “Look, have you ever thought that maybe you made some mistakes here, too?”

      “Like trusting the wrong people?”

      “No, like not listening to reason. Like not trusting Courtney to make her own decisions about how she wanted to invest her money,” Clark said, his tone sharper and more annoyed than it had been. “If you ask me, you had a hand in what went down.”

      Damien scoffed. “I most certainly did not.”

      “Oh yeah? What would have happened if you had heard her out when she came to you with the offer instead of shutting her down?”

      “We would have wasted time on a conversation that wouldn’t go anywhere,” Damien answered, handing his friend the lid.

      “Come on, I’m trying to get real here, Damien, for your own good,” he said. “She was willing to bet on you. She believes in you. And you thought you knew how she should spend her money better than she does. It’s asinine.”

      “That’s bullshit. No, I—” He broke off when Clark’s guffaw boomed. “What the fuck are you laughing at?” 

      “You! You are the single-most hard-headed man I’ve ever met, Damien. Goddamn, this reminds me of Afghanistan.” Clark shook his head, laughter still lining his face. 

      Damien’s shoulders stiffened. Surprise and wariness hit him, and something tight crept into his muscles as he reached for a fresh towel and started wiping down the sink, shining it. He needed something to do with his hands. Because if he didn’t do something, he just might punch his best friend. “I’m not tracking.”

      Clark’s smile of amusement faded into something a little softer. “That fucking jingle truck.”

      A soft huff of amusement left Damien’s chest. “You are never going to drop that, are you? It was fifteen years ago, and it was barely a fucking scrape. How long are you going to lord it over my head that you got shot because of me?” He used air-quotes around the word “shot,” and rolled his eyes.

      “As long as it works,” Clark said, shrugging. “But what I was getting at is that you were being a fucking hard-headed asshat, and things would’ve played out differently if you had been a little more … flexible.” 

      Damien’s teeth ground together, and he sucked his cheeks in, something about the pressure there relieving the one in his chest. Before he could reply, Clark kept talking. 

      “You’re so hardheaded you’d rather be right and cost yourself something valuable than to accept that sometimes people are flawed. And it can be better to just … let it ride, rather than to insist on being right. It’s over, man. There’s nothing Courtney or I can do to undo the past—if we could, we would.”

      “So you think I should just deal with it—just live and let live because time travel doesn’t exist?” He snorted, unwilling to let it go. It wasn’t right what they did.

      “Look, man, the fact is, you were trying to control her in the same way she tried to control you—she just was better at it. So, as far as I’m concerned, you fucked up, too.”

      “You think I controlled her?” Damien’s voice rose in outrage. 

      “I think you can’t stand to be out-maneuvered, even when it’s for your own good. Think about that.” 

      That night, when Damien climbed into bed after wearing himself out, all he could do was think about what his friend had said. He was right. He had been trying to control Courtney. He did think he knew better than her. He did it for the right reasons—to protect her from his own potential failure—but then she had done what she did for the right reasons, too. Because she loved him and believed in him. 

      As he lay there staring at the ceiling, he realized that he wasn’t any better than her asshole ex when it came to trying to control her. And he needed to find a way to fix it.
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      Courtney hurried down the sidewalk, dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved tee. She wore her sunglasses and Damien's cap in hopes of dodging paparazzi and was on her way to meet Miranda for lunch at a beachside restaurant in Venice Beach. Over the past months, Miranda had become more than just an attorney to Courtney. She was also a trusted friend who had invited her out, likely to help get Courtney out of her funk. 

      When she entered the restaurant, the hostess had a table waiting for her outside on the patio. Courtney thanked her and got herself settled, then stared out at the water, waiting for her friend to arrive.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the chair across from her being pulled out. When she looked up, it wasn't Miranda seating herself across from her. It was Damien, looking devastatingly handsome in a fitted T-shirt and jeans. Her eyes swept over him and her pulse picked up. The white of his shirt showed off skin that was slightly more tanned, and she wondered if he’d been working outside a lot.

      He was here.

      He was here.

      Oh my God, he was here! She wanted to jump up and launch herself at him, but a terrified part of her feared he was here to tell her it was over. That would be so Damien. To do it properly, in person. “Damien? Wha—what are you doing here?” 

      Offering her a tentative smile, he said, “I have a new proposal for you.” He slid a manila folder across the table to her. “I also wanted to apologize.”

      “You apologize? For what?”

      "For being a jackass,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I had a talk with Clark the other day, and he helped me realize that I wasn't a hundred percent innocent in all of this.”

      “What are you talking about? You did nothing wrong. I was the one who lied to you.”

      “But I thought I was in a better position to decide how you spent your money than you were. And that was wrong, and I'm sorry,” he said.

      “If anyone should be sorry, it's me,” Courtney said. “I should've tried to talk to you again instead of going behind your back.”

      “And you wouldn't have had to do that if I had just gotten my head out of my ass long enough to listen to you,” Damien said. “And for that, I'm sorry.”

      The two stared at each other for a second, then started to laugh at themselves. After a moment, Courtney said, “So we’re both sorry.”

      “So it would seem,” Damien said, his eyes shining with love. “Where do we go from here?”

      “I don't know, but I really hope it’s with us starting over,” Courtney said. “These past weeks have shown me that even though I can stand on my own, and I could build a good life for myself, that I don't want to build a life without you.”

      “Thank God you still feel that way.” Damien reached for her hand, lacing his fingers through hers. “I was so worried I had left it too long and that you would've changed your mind by now.”

      Tears of relief filled Courtney’s eyes, and she shook her head, squeezing his hand so he couldn’t take it back. “I could never change my mind about you. You’re the best thing that has ever happened to me. I've never felt so connected to someone as I do with you. I've never been as happy or at peace.”

      “Same here. I've never had a partner—someone to share everything with. I've been trying like hell to distract myself from the truth, but I can't because my life doesn't work without you. It's empty and hollow.”

      She sat listening to him, still in awe that he had come all this way and that he had apologized to her. Her heart surged with joy, feeling so full it might burst. “Does this mean we’re starting over?”

      “I think it does,” Damien told her. “But this time, we agree to talk everything out, even when we don't see eye-to-eye on something. We keep talking—and listening—until we figure it out together.”

      “Agreed. No more subterfuge.”

      “And as far as the retreat goes, you'll find my counteroffer in that folder. And it’s much more in line with what would be reasonable and fair for an investor,” he said. “It gives you a lot more control. And keep in mind, it's just a starting point because I want the two of us to decide on the terms together.”

      She glanced down at it, then back at him. “As much as I love the sound of everything you just said, I don't want to look at this right now.”

      Damien’s brows knitted as he said, “You don't?”

      Courtney shook her head. “No, I don't. Right now, I just really need to kiss you.”

      They both stood and leaned toward each other, kissing and hugging and laughing, not caring who saw them or if anyone at that restaurant started taking pictures or recording them. This was the start of their life together, and Courtney didn't care who would find out about it. In fact, she was eager for people to know. She reveled in the warmth and security of being in his big, strong arms once again—the ecstasy of being given a second chance at the only true love she had known in her life. This was real. This was everything. This was forever. And now that they were back together, they would never let each other go.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Aspen, Colorado - Six Months Later

      

      

      “Mm, just look at you.” Courtney stood in the doorway of the newly-built training facility, watching as Damien did pull-ups on the bar. “God, you’re hot.” 

      He finished his set, then let go of the bar, smiling at her while she sauntered over to him. “You know, I feel a little bit like a sex object when you’re around.”

      “You complaining?”

      He looked out the wall of windows at the bright blue Colorado sky, as though considering his feelings on the subject. “Complaining is for the weak. I’m just saying there’s more to me than my ripped body.”

      “Oh, yeah? Like what?” She reached up and gave him a lingering kiss, tasting the salt on his lips.

      “Like my head for business. The retreat center is booked solid for the next year.”

      “Oh, right! I forgot about that. How do I know it’s not a fluke, though? You may be more lucky than smart …”

      Damien put on his best mafia accent. “Did you interrupt my workout just so you could bust my balls?”

      Courtney laughed, resting her hands on his chest. “Not bust them … I came to find you because the bed seemed so empty after you got up. I wanted to see if I could tempt you back to the house and finish your workout there.” Courtney slid her hands down to the top edge of his shorts, toying with the fabric.

      “Whoa! Whoa! Hang on there, Princess. I’m going to need a shower.”

      “Why bother? I intend to give you a very hard workout.”

      A slow smile spread across his face. “Very hard?”

      “So very, very hard.” She ran her tongue over her top lip, then tugged him toward her. Damien lowered his mouth over hers and gave her that kiss she had come to get.

      She moaned when he pulled back. “You’re so fucking good at that.” 

      “So I’ve been told.”

      Courtney tugged his shirt over his head and glanced down at his midsection. She could see the effect she was having on him through his shorts, and she looked up at him with a sultry smile. “Forget the bed. I say we throw down right here.”

      “Really?”

      “Oh, really. That weight bench over there looks fun.” Courtney reached for the hem of her tank top and pulled it up over her head. She tossed it behind her and slid off her pajama shorts, letting them drop to the wood floor, then stepping out of them. Damien’s eyes grew wide at her bold display.

      “You’re crazy hot. I do not know what I ever did to deserve you.” He pulled her to him, pressing her body against his. Courtney grinned into his kiss, loving how turned on he was.

      They made love, getting started on the weight bench, then moving over to the mats. It was noisy and passionate and wildly fun. When it was over, they lay together, recovering in each other’s arms.

      “I’m going to miss you when I go back to L.A. next week.” She gave a wistful sigh, thinking about how hard it would be to leave him for two months to film her next movie. “I’m going to have to find projects filming in Colorado.”

      “I like the sound of that.” Damien nuzzled her neck in that spot that turned her to jelly. 

      She kissed him again, telling herself to remember this perfect moment, here with the perfect man. She’d need to bring the memory with her to keep her heart full when she was away. But it wouldn’t be that bad because she’d go knowing that she’d be coming right back here as soon as she could, and they’d pick up right where they left off, together, in love and happy.
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Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hollywood, California - Two Years Later

      

      

      Godwin Draper stood at the podium. In his hand was the sealed envelope that held the selection for best leading actress in a motion picture. Damien squeezed Courtney’s hand and leaned into her ear. “Get ready to make your speech.”

      She squeezed his hand back, not daring to take her eyes off Godwin.

      He opened the envelope, and a huge grin crossed his face. “There’s no one more deserving of this than this woman. The Oscar goes to Courtney Bennett for Set in Stone!”

      Courtney covered her mouth with her hand and burst into joyful tears as she turned to Damien. He squeezed her hand and pecked her on the cheek before whispering, “Told you, Princess. Now you owe me twenty bucks.” She laughed, his reminder of their bet —evidence of his belief in her—soothing her nerves. She stood and shakily made her way to the stage, soaking in the thunderous applause from the crowd. When she reached the podium, Godwin gave her a huge hug and congratulated her before stepping back. She took a deep breath and waited for people to take their seats before she began.

      “Wow. Okay. So, I’m going to cry my way through this, and I’m not going to say sorry for that, which is very un-Canadian of me.” A round of laughter circled the room. “I have to start by thanking Dawn Parker, who is not only my agent and manager but my voice of reason and my friend. To Iris Devereux, who gave me my second chance, which turned out to be so much richer than the first time around. 

      “To Kelly Collins for writing this beautiful and important story. To the cast and crew at Tyrrell who worked tirelessly on this film. We’d be here all night if I named each of you, but I promise, I will call each and every one of you tomorrow to thank you personally!

      “To my parents, who taught me to work hard and dream big. I wish you were here to see this. And last but certainly never least, to my wonderful, amazing, sexy, smart, gorgeous husband, Damien. He’s the one whose name and face you should all know, not mine, because he’s a hero in ways I’ll never be. 

      “He has stood beside me through so much. No matter what I’m facing, he’s there, saying, ‘You’ve got this. You’ll make it work. You’re smart enough and talented enough and what you don’t know, you’ll figure out.’ He’s the first person who will tell you I don’t need him, which is exactly why I need him so much. This is yours, Damien. I’m yours. I’m the luckiest woman in the world to get to grow old with you, and I’m going to enjoy every damn minute of it because you’re with me.”

      
        
        THE END
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            Now Available: Even Better Than the Real Thing

          

        

      

    

    
      He's the heir to a fortune. He’s my aloof, intimidating, insanely handsome boss. And he just asked me to marry him.

      
        
        Hayden Stuart is the quintessential English lord. He went to the most exclusive private schools. He hangs out with royals and other richy rich A-listers. His summer home is a castle.

      

        

      
        Whereas I grew up on a peanut farm in Georgia.

      

        

      
        When the spit hits the fan for Hayden, he asks me to be his wife. He makes it very clear to me that this is all for show.

      

        

      
        Totally temporary.

      

        

      
        Business only.

      

        

      
        This is not a fake husband with benefits situation.  

      

        

      
        Of course I say yes.

      

        

      
        Who wouldn’t want to live in a castle and have a staff take care of your every need? This is Beauty and the Beast, complete with the freaking library. Only Hayden’s crazy hot and knows how to eat soup without slurping it all over the place.

      

        

      
        The problem is, the more time I spend pretending to be Hayden’s wife, the more desperate I feel to believe the lie. 

      

        

      
        And it’s not just about the castle.

      

        

      
        It’s about the man.

      

      

      Even Better Than the Real Thing is a swoon-worthy, uber-fun, opposites attract romance about a fake marriage between two people who couldn't be more wrong for each other. It comes complete with a fabulous bestie, snarky staff, an evil stepbrother, and pastries fresh from the oven.

      

      GET YOUR COPY TODAY!

      



  




Chapter One

      Finley

      

      Today is a very big day. One that took years’ worth of days to get to, and one that, if you mess it up, will pretty much ruin the years to come after it.

      I finally have a meeting with Dr. Daniella Beauchamp—senior professor of art history at England’s prestigious Carlyle Institute of Art, expert on women artists throughout the Middle Ages, and person who will either make my career or crush me like a June bug. She’s been the most sought-after advisor in the program every year since the early two thousands. Every professor wants to be her, and every student wants to be with her. In a non-sexual way, of course. Actually, I can’t know that for sure. For all I know, there could be some students who want to be with her. But she’d never do that. She’s above anything tawdry, which is one of the many reasons I’d do just about anything to work with her. I and just about every other art history student.

      The fight to become one of Dr. Beauchamp’s students is more competitive than a Texas beauty pageant. She meets with thirty applicants a year and only chooses three, so the odds are not exactly what you’d call good. But, if you can get her to agree to be your advisor, you’re pretty much guaranteed to go on to get whatever job you want when you finish your PhD, so it’s worth the risk of rejection. I nearly killed myself coming up with what I believe to be an irresistible thesis topic, then spent another solid month working on the proposal, and much to my delight, she agreed to meet with me. First hurdle cleared.

      Now, to make the very best impression possible so she can’t say no. And if there’s anything a Southern woman knows how to do, it’s to make a good impression. Having grown up in Georgia, I was taught the importance of good manners and social graces—the ‘yes, please, ma’ams’ and ‘thank you, sirs.’

      Here in England, I’ve found that southern charm works every bit as well here as it does back home, so long as I don’t sound like I’m from there. Being American is bad enough, especially in my chosen field of study, but being from the south is unforgivable.

      As it is, it’s no secret that people who didn’t grow up in the south tend to think we’re all so dumb we’d have to study for a urine test, but just like any other stereotype out there, it’s simply not true. Just like any other place on the planet that has people, Georgia’s got those from all walks of life and all levels of intellect and ambition. In fact, the thirty-ninth president of the United States, Jimmy Carter, was from Georgia, and that’s pretty much as high as you can go in the world, so I’d say Georgia is just as good a place to get started in life as anywhere else. And I’m sorry, but there are just as many stupid people on this side of the pond, only we Americans tend to let their accent trick us into believing they’re smarter than they are.

      In the decade since I moved to London, I’ve managed to shed my accent, except when I’m riled up or drunk (although a Southern woman doesn’t admit to being drunk, only to having been over-served). I leave my southernisms in my brain, quickly translating them into less colorful descriptions, never saying ‘y’all’ and keeping the ‘g’ on the end of any word that has one. None of that makes me smarter, but it does mean I don’t have to go through the extra effort of proving I’m not extra dumb because I come from the ‘wrong part of America.’

      I’ve felt like a traitor the entire time I’ve been here, but it’s better to give up a part of yourself than give up your dreams. And this is one southern girl with dreams so big and shiny, they took her away from everything she knew at the tender age of eighteen.

      Today is the culmination of all those lonely nights aching to be back home lying in my twin bed back on my parents’ peanut farm, listening to the sounds of the crickets and the frogs croaking while I drift off to sleep. It’s the climax of going to school part-time while working full-time to pay for it all. It’s ten years of bad roommates, bad meals, and bad-tempered professors. It’s putting up with snooty students who grew up in manors and live in airy apartments that their rich parents pay for, and who laugh at me behind my back (and sometimes in front of my face) when they find out where I’m from. It’s fighting to prove that I’m not some hick that can be dismissed as nothing. It’s working 5 a.m. to 1 p.m. as a data entry clerk for Stuart Private Equity Firm, then rushing over to the university in time for class. Ten full years of developing a thick skin, getting by on no sleep, working on papers until my eyes are blurry.

      But if Dr. Beauchamp will take me on today, it’ll all have been worth it.

      I took the day off work even though our meeting isn’t until five this evening. I wanted to focus all my energy on preparing and arrive as fresh as possible. I’m dressed in my very best ‘serious art student’ outfit—a white button-up blouse with an olive-green cardigan and black pants. This is in sharp contrast to my usual flowy bohemian style I’ve cultivated over countless Saturday mornings in vintage shops around the city.

      Pulling out my phone, I use it as a mirror to triple-check my makeup as the tube whisks me from my crappy shared apartment in Croydon to glorious Mayfair where the Carlyle Institute is happily situated across the street from The Savoy and one block north of the River Thames. A rush of excitement comes over me. I’m here. I made it. Almost.

      A text comes in from my best friend in the world, Chalani Singh—fellow data clerk at Stuart Equity whose desk butts up against mine. We used to pretend we couldn’t hear each other’s drama when we’d get private calls, but at some point, we both realized it was pointless, and just gave in and started commenting.

      
        
        Chalani: Knock ‘em dead today, Fin!

      

        

      
        Me: Fingers crossed that she’s sitting in her office right now wishing she could have an American for once.

      

        

      
        Chalani: Or that everyone else she’s meeting with sucks arse.

      

        

      
        Me: That too. How’s work going?

      

        

      
        Chalani: I’m working my fingers to the bone as usual.

      

      

      She’s not. Chalani is a bonafide computer genius who started at the firm six months after me. She quickly whipped up a program to automate our job, which made my life infinitely better. Life before Chalani was getting up at four a.m. every day to work my butt off, then rush to the university to take classes, and go home to eat, study, and do homework until I dropped. Life after Chalani is getting up at four a.m. to go sit at my desk while I get all my course reading and online research done, rushing off to the university for three hours, then relaxing/having a bit of a life (before going to bed at nine p.m.).

      Literally our only job now is to show up at 5 a.m. to run the numbers from the Asian markets. We turn on our computers, open a few programs, then do whatever we want until our shift ends at one (which, in Chalani’s case, means reading gossip columns and scrolling through Pinterest). Only the two of us know about the software she installed so everyone else thinks we’re busy little bees, working away in the back corner, keeping all the numbers straight.

      
        
        Me: Well, I’ll work double-time tomorrow to make up for my absence.

      

        

      
        Chalani: You better. I’ve had at least one hundred clever things to say and no one to hear them. It’s awful.

      

        

      
        Me: Bless your heart.

      

        

      
        Chalani: Don’t you ‘bless your heart’ me. I know what that means.

      

        

      
        Me: No, you don’t. It’s like aloha—so many meanings. I better run. My stop is next.

      

        

      
        Chalani: Good luck!! You got this!

      

      

      Lord, I hope so…

      



  




Chapter Two

      Hayden

      

      There are two types of people in this world: those who want something from you, and those who pretend they don’t. Relationships of every type are transactional in nature and the sooner one accepts this, the better off you will be. My parents began to impart this wisdom upon me at a very young age, and it's perhaps one of the only things either of them gave me for which I have even the remotest hint of gratitude.

      Their brief and awful marriage was purely transactional—he requiring both the respectability that comes with marrying ‘the right’ girl and the heir she could (and did) give him, and she requiring money and status. Once she had assisted him in securing the family bloodline, he fucked off and did whatever and whomever he wanted, until one day (when I was four, apparently), he fell madly in love with one of the whomevers and left us. Since my purpose of existing in order to carry on the name had been served, he felt no obligation to have contact with me from that point on. My existence served my mother only insofar as to bring in sizable child support payments so that I would be raised in a manner befitting the son of an earl (read: enough cash for a gigantic house and to pay for boarding school so I’d be out of her hair).

      I know there are those who grew up believing in real love and that humans are generous and kind by nature, and to them I say with all due respect, you are wrong. They'll cite examples such as the love a mother has for her child, which I would argue is purely transactional. All those years of supposed selflessness in raising one's offspring are merely securing their own future caregiver. The child is meant to pay it back several decades later when one's saintly mother is suffering from the ill effects of aging. A side benefit to child-rearing is the respect and adoration garnered for those who choose to go down that road. Oh, well done, you. You’ve added to the world’s overpopulation problem.

      But what about true love? That’s the argument most people come to next. And for this, I have the very same answer: Marriage is the negotiation that never ends. I’ll cook dinners if you do the shopping and the clean-up. I’ll make all the money if you agree to take responsibility for the house, the children, gift-giving, making plans, planning holidays, and looking after my parents when they get old. I’d like sex three times a week. I’d like it once every two weeks. Let’s settle on three times per month with guaranteed relations on my birthday and our anniversary.

      What people don’t realize is that the entire thing is set up to fail. People enter into it under the guise of being ‘in love,’ only to start scorekeeping and asking ‘what have you done for me lately?’ the second they get home from the honeymoon.

      Why anyone chooses to get married is beyond me. When it comes right down to it, I suspect most people enter into it to avoid loneliness (for which marriage is not a failsafe). I suppose what they’re really gaining is the ability to avoid the embarrassment of appearing lonely.

      But in reality, the endless nightmare of tit for tat (i.e., marriage) can, and should, be avoided by understanding that loneliness is for the weak of mind. It's for people too dull to find ways to stimulate their brains through self-improvement, ambition, and the pursuit of suitable entertainment. I live alone and yet, I am not lonely. I have a full, rich life. I travel extensively. I eat at the world’s best restaurants, drink the finest whiskey. I have the best views of London in both my office and my massive luxury flat. I have wildly fun short-term relationships with women who want the same thing as me and who understand the deal going in. The tradeoff is one for one, and the currency is orgasms.

      Other than that, my best relationships are with my employees. This is because employer-staff relations are built on the honesty that can only come in the form of a paycheck. I have 102 employees here at Stuart Private Equity, and even though I couldn't tell you the names of more than a dozen of them, I can tell you that my relationship with each of them gives me more satisfaction than those which one would call ‘personal.’

      The one exception to all of this can be found in a childhood friend. One with whom you suffered through the indignity of puberty, the impatience of youth, faced the same bullies and the same horrid teachers, been rejected by the same pretty girls, then you somehow choose to maintain the friendship even after the days of shared experience have ended. I have exactly one true friend in this world, but if you choose well, one is all you need. Caleb McNally, anesthesiologist and all-around decent guy, is that person for me. Caleb does not subscribe to my theory on human relations, however, and has made the tactical error of getting married recently, albeit to a lovely stage actor named Ava. I like Ava. She’s extremely self-assured, lacks any sense of neediness and doesn’t require 100% of Caleb’s time and attention. And because her shows are in the evenings and weekend afternoons, it means I get to see him much more often than I would if she were, say, a dentist.

      Anyway, the fact that I’m thinking about any of this is the fault of my assistant, Edna, who just left for lunch. She’s been on my arse to go see my father, who is apparently in his last days on this earth. A few minutes ago, she popped her grey head in here to see if I wanted her to pick up something for me at the deli. (I did—pastrami and Swiss sandwich on rye, extra mayo, bag of plain crisps on the side.) After taking my order, she left a slip of paper on my desk—the train schedule to York for today. On the top, it said: Tomorrow’s Friday. Go for your own sake, not his.

      Balling it up, I toss it in the bin under my desk, then get back to reading a rather dull prospectus for a new shipping company. I keep at it for the remainder of the day, barely noticing when Edna sets my lunch down in front of me, or when the rest of the staff start to file out for the evening.

      “Well, that’s me, boss,” Edna says, standing at the door with her purse in hand.

      “Thank you, Edna. Have a nice night.” I set my attention back on my computer screen, hoping that will serve as hint enough that I do not want to talk about my father.

      There’s a long pause that suggests she’s deciding whether or not to take the hint. “You, too. Oh, and I know you won’t want to hear it, but James Dawson called again. He says it’s in your best interest to call him back immediately.”

      "Did he now?" I ask without looking up. James Dawson is my father’s barrister.

      "I really think you should call him back, Hayden. What if there’s something you need to know?”

      I finally look back up at her. “There isn’t. Mr. Dawson is just doing his job. He’s likely been instructed to try a new tactic by a man who couldn’t have cared less about me until the last few weeks. A man who, for once in his life, is not going to win. Now, is there anything else?”

      Her shoulders drop and she shakes her head, her silvery bob slightly out of time with her neck. "No, but take it from someone who knows, you can’t get this moment back.”

      "And for that, I am grateful,” I say. “Enjoy your evening, Edna.”

      I turn my attention back to my work rather than forcing myself to face her disappointment. She’s probably wondering how anyone could be so callous as to refuse to go see his dying father. But the real question she should be asking herself is who taught me to be this way.
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      If you’d like to find out about her upcoming releases, sign up for her newsletter on www.melaniesummersbooks.com.
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