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Mouth To Mouth


Tessa Bailey


Chapter One


God, I fucking hate summer.

Rory Prince shoved the ice pack against his throbbing eye and tried unsuccessfully to tune out the offensive early morning kitchen sounds. The scratching of his oldest brother’s pencil across the table might as well have been an air horn pressed directly to the center of his forehead—and was way too efficient for nine a.m.

“Do you mind?” Rory muttered. “I’m in recovery mode.”

“When are you not?” Andrew didn’t even bother to look up from the two clipboards on which he seemed determined to make endless notations. “It’s Memorial Day weekend and I have two schedules to organize. Sorry I can’t accommodate your hangover.” His pencil flew from one set of grids to another. “Where did the black eye come from?”

“Yes, I thought you only gave those out,” Rory’s other brother, Jamie, said from behind his raised, open book. “Who got the drop on you?”

“Some DFS’s,” Rory responded, shifting the ice pack, and his brothers hummed in acknowledgment, well aware that DFS stood for Down for the Summer. As in, those who didn’t live year-round in Long Beach but showed up for three months out of the year to make hell for the residents. “Don’t worry, he ended up with two instead of one.”

Jamie sighed and finally lowered his worn-in copy of The Grapes of Wrath. “Aren’t physical altercations a violation of your probation?”

Rory winked his good eye. “Only if I get caught.”

Andrew tossed aside the pencil and flattened both hands on the kitchen table. “All right. I tried to give everyone at least one full day off every week—”

“Jesus, man,” Rory deadpanned. “Don’t spoil us.”

“Look. We’ve got a bar to run.” Andrew massaged his eyes with a forefinger and thumb. Not for the first time, Rory noticed the new lines at the corners and the ice pack started to feel heavier in his hand. “I know it’s a lot, lifeguarding during the day and working behind the bar at night. If I could eliminate one of them for us, I would.” He dropped his hand. “Things are different than they were four years ago, though. We should be used to it by now.”

Things were different? Christ, what an understatement.

Rory, Andrew and Jamie traded long looks over the table, before quickly moving their attention elsewhere. A familiar pit took up residence in Rory’s stomach, but he filled it with cement and pasted a bored expression on his face. “Look, all I know is I’m not working Trivia Tuesdays at the bar.” He pointed at Jamie. “You herd the nerds this year.”

“As long as I can still participate in the quiz while serving drinks.”

Rory’s lips twitched. “God forbid you miss a chance to blow minds with your bottomless intellect.”

Jamie turned the page of his book. “What good is being a genius if I can’t make everyone else feel stupid?”

Andrew grabbed their attention with a knuckle rap on the table. “All right, so Jamie, you’re on Tuesday nights.” Their older brother made a notation on one of his clipboards. “I’m taking Sunday and Monday because the sports crowd is belligerent and Rory will knock someone out and end up back in a concrete cell—”

“More than likely,” Rory drawled, taking a few gulps of black coffee.

“We’re all hands on deck Thursday, Friday and Saturday nights—everyone works. So that leaves Wednesday night open.” Andrew speared him with a look. “You got it covered?”

“Sure. Wet T-shirt Wednesdays—”

“Nu-uh. Not happening.”

Rory smiled at his strait-laced oldest brother to let him know he’d been joking. “I think I’ve got it, man.”

With a nod, Andrew penciled in the final details to the Castle Gate schedule, hoisting it up like Moses probably held the Ten Commandments. “The next three months are going to be crazy, but when things quiet back down in September, we’ll have a lot less of Dad’s debt to show for it. We’re almost there. Play our cards right and this could be the year.” He didn’t meet their eyes. “Heads down and plow through, okay?” Finally, he ticked a look in both of their directions. “And let me know if anyone asks about him.”

Rory swallowed. “Will do.”

Jamie set his book down, which was as good as an agreement.

“Next order of business,” Andrew started, trading a not-so-subtle glance with Jamie. “Mom’s birthday is coming up in a few weeks.”

“What do you know?” Rory drawled, his neck itching. “Damn thing rolls around at least once every single year. Same time, too.”

“Are you going to come?” Jamie asked, shifting in his chair. “I don’t think you realize how much she’d like to see you, Rory.”

“You’re right, I don’t.” He laughed without humor and polished off his coffee, softening his tone when his brothers looked disappointed. “I’ll let you know, huh?”

Before anyone could respond, the back door of their kitchen opened and Jiya Dalal, the fourth member of their family, breezed in. “Morning, suckers,” she murmured, flipping her wave of black hair over her shoulder. “Where’s my coffee?”

On cue, Andrew abandoned his almighty clipboards and rose to pour her a cup.

Jiya wasn’t technically related, but Rory loved her like a sister. She’d moved with her parents from India to Long Beach the summer before starting fifth grade. One afternoon, Rory and Andrew were playing catch in the backyard—while Jamie read in the shade of their cedar tree—when they noticed a somber brown eye watching them through a hole in the old, rotted fence. That’s when the yelling started inside their house. Not just yelling. Angry, vile words meant to cause pain, coming from their father. In those days, their mother responded in kind, too. Before things had escalated.

Slowly, the fence board had slid to one side, revealing a girl Andrew’s age, wearing a pink Punjabi suit—although he hadn’t known what to call her outfit at the time. She’d waved all three Prince boys through, leading them without words to her garage where they’d watched cartoons on an old television set, Mrs. Dalal bringing them ice-cold Pepsi cans with straws stuck in the top. Jiya’s English had only allowed them the most basic communication back then, but eighteen years later, there was only a trace of her accent remaining and she could swear like a goddamn sailor.

Jiya slid over a large metal container from its place of honor on their counter and scooped cumin from its smaller compartment into the pressure cooker where Andrew had already started soaking the ghee to make khichdi, their morning staple ever since Jiya had taken pity on three starving men.

Knowing she would twist his ear like silly putty if he didn’t get up to help, Rory stood, breathing through his nose when his brain lurched and smacked off the front of his skull. “Fuck me,” he rasped, pinching the bridge of his nose. “I hate summer.”

During the rest of the year, Rory worked the bar five nights a week. He made enough money to be comfortable and contribute to the mortgage he shared with his brothers. His customers were regulars. Friends. Locals. As soon as Memorial Day weekend hit, Long Beach transformed into a whole different animal. For one, lifeguarding season began, which meant waking up at the ass crack of dawn. Everyone on the beach was jacked for the time of their life, which meant they acted like idiots—and he couldn’t even escape them at the end of the day, since they inevitably showed up at the Castle Gate at night.

“I love summertime,” Jiya breathed, turning and leaning back against the counter. “My tips at the restaurant triple. By September, I should finally be able to afford the lessons.”

As far back as Rory could remember, Jiya had wanted to fly an airplane, but slow season at the restaurant she ran with her parents always seemed to eat into her funds. Every year around this time, she said the same thing. I should finally be able to afford the lessons.

Rory glanced over at Andrew to find him staring at Jiya’s profile, a frown marring his features. “Hell yeah.” He moved around Jiya and elbowed Andrew. “That’s great, Ji. Where are you flying us first?”

Andrew handed her a mug of coffee and she breathed in the steam, her dark eyes sparkling. “I’m thinking a pit stop in the Maldives before we hop over to Australia.”

“Count me in,” Jamie said, joining them at the counter to grate ginger onto the cutting board. “Let me know when to start packing.”

“He’ll need three extra suitcases for his books,” Rory laughed, then winced when his cranium protested. “Son of a bitch. Today is going to suck.”

“There’s Advil in my purse.”

He almost dove for the leather satchel she’d hung on a chair. “You’re an angel.”

“True facts.” Jiya took an exaggerated breath, set her coffee down and the four of them fell into their usual routine of making breakfast. “What time do you have to be at the Hut?” she asked, referring to the squat, brick headquarters adjacent to the boardwalk where the lifeguards checked in each morning.

“Eleven,” Andrew answered, saluting the kitchen in general with the spatula. “Long Beach, your lives are in the hands of the Prince brothers.”

Rory dry-swallowed a painkiller. “God help them all.”


Chapter Two


The Prince brothers lived, ate, argued and worked two jobs together, so there was no shortage of face time. Hell, they were never not in each other’s faces. There’d been no formal discussion when deciding that morning not to ride to the Hut as a trio. It had gone unsaid they would find their own way there.

Did they love each other? Yeah. Would they have each other’s backs in an alley, even if the odds were three against three hundred? Rory would already be searching the ground for a potential weapon. Did they need some space occasionally? Bet your ass.

While Jamie hopped on the bus, Andrew and Jiya had driven together in his pick-up truck toward the boardwalk. Hoping the late-May breeze would clear the vodka cobwebs from his head, Rory walked, instead of taking his motorcycle. The last-minute decision to hoof it had thrown off his morning routine, resulting in him forgetting his cell phone on the kitchen table, but judging from the packed avenues, he should be thankful he wouldn’t have to battle for a parking space with a hangover.

At ten o’clock in the morning, there was already a traffic jam at every intersection, college kids staring at their smartphones at stoplights, the nasal voice of their navigation systems drifting out of the open car windows. A news helicopter circled above, probably feeding footage of the filling beach town back to a local station where a newscaster chirped to the audience. This Memorial Day weekend is certainly shaping up to be the busiest yet, Bob!

Andrew had been right about the last four years yielding big changes for the Princes. Their mother lived in Bayside, Queens now with her sister. Their father wasn’t around anymore. It was just the three of them, back in the house they’d been raised, working to pay bills.

The more things change, the more they stay the same, though, right? The walk down National Boulevard toward the beach felt like it had been recycled from the four previous summers of his life. Wake up after a night of blurry, shit-faced memories, face the guarded disappointment across the kitchen table, while nursing a healthy dose of his own. Fall into the same routine. Beach, bar, bed. Never changing. Never growing or taking on more responsibility. An actor trapped in the reruns of his own life.

What would he do if Andrew asked him to help manage the bar? Or hire and train this year’s newest crop of lifeguards? Not that such an occurrence would ever take place, but would he be able to deliver on more, if asked?

Rory was distracted from his thoughts when a blonde walked past him on the sidewalk with her face buried in a book. “Jesus,” he muttered. “The female version of Jamie.”

When she’d gotten a few feet ahead of Rory, he was powerless to do anything but check out her ass. If there was one perk to summers in Long Beach, it was the abbreviated attire, and this girl was no exception. She wore little, white bun-hugger shorts and flip-flops, gracing Rory with a front row seat to the tight, side-to-side twitch of her backside. It was a superior tush. So superior, he shook out his right hand like it had been burned.

Shame he couldn’t see her face. The forward tilt of her head caused short, blonde hair to curtain around her features as she speed walked to the corner, never looking up from her book.

Rory’s frown deepened the closer she got to intersection. Traffic might be moving slowly, but the bus lane was wide open and he knew from experience how fast they flew.

“Hey.” He cleared his throat and raised his voice. “Hey.”

She continued walking, face in book.

“Dammit.” Rory gritted his teeth and started to run, not an easy feat considering he’d paired flip-flops with his sweatpants. But he had no choice to sprint, because she was five feet from the crosswalk and showing no signs of slowing down. He caught up with her just as she stepped into the street, wrapping an arm around her waist and yanking her back—

The East Loop bus barreled past blaring its horn.

“Oh my God.” She dropped her book—about fucking time—and dug her fingernails into his forearm. “Did that…oh God, that bus almost hit me.”

“You couldn’t have made it any easier,” Rory near-shouted at the top of her head, sounding winded. With her back plastered to his front, Rory could practically feel her shock wear off, giving way to a wave of trembling. He heaved a sigh and lowered his voice. “Consider a switch to audiobooks, huh? Maybe?”

Her head tipped forward, presumably to look at her fallen book. “I didn’t like the narrator for this one.”

“Enough to get hit by a bus?”

A few beats passed. “If I say yes, will you start shouting again?”

“Yes.”

“Then…no?”

Realizing he still held the stranger in a death grip, Rory let her go in degrees to assure himself she was steady. The blonde turned around and blinked up at him through round, red-rimmed eyeglasses—and he experienced the most unexpected twist in his chest. He must have run harder and faster than he thought, because he was winded all over again. On a sucked-in breath, an odd sound escaped his mouth. A scrape of noise. What the hell?

This girl. She was fucking…amazing. She reminded him of a little sunbeam with summer-kissed skin and big features, especially those dove-gray eyes. Oh fuck. Her lips. They were parted slightly and inviting, the sun bathing them in a sheen.

Forget what he’d said about her being the female version of Jamie.

“Whoa,” she whispered.

Tell me about it. “What’s your name?”

If her widened eyes meant she was surprised by the sudden drop in his voice, she wasn’t the only one. “I’m Olive. Cunningham.”

“Olive.” For some reason, color climbed her neck when he said her name. “I’m Rory Prince.”

“Hi.” She smacked a hand to her forehead. “And duh. Thank you. For saving me from being road kill. If I had to die horrifically, I would have chosen a different book to be my last.”

Rory stooped down and picked up the fallen tome, making no effort to hide his perusal of her bare legs on the way back up. They were covered in goose bumps. “You’re making it sound like you hate this book…” he said, stepping close until she tilted her head back to maintain eye contact. “But you were lost in another world reading it.”

“I get lost in magazines at the dentist office.” He heard her swallow. “I just have a thing for words.”

“What else do you have a thing for?”

“Probably other stuff,” she whispered. “But I’m having trouble thinking of them right this second.”

“Why is that?”

“I almost got hit by a bus.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Did you miss that?”

Rory couldn’t stop his grin. “Oh, I caught it.” Up ahead, he could hear the ocean and knew he needed to be at work. He would let down Andrew at some point this summer, no need to make it on the first day. But this girl. He was just supposed to walk away?

His grin faded. “I have to be at work soon. I’m lifeguarding today and we start at eleven. But I have a few minutes before I have to run.” He forced a concerned expression onto his face. “You look shaken up, sunbeam. We should probably get you a coffee and my number.”

A laugh burst out of her, loud enough to turn heads on the sidewalk. She slapped her hands over her mouth but continued to giggle behind them. The sound was so contagious, his own low rumble joined it and he couldn’t help but think, there’s never been a morning like this. There’s nothing even remotely recycled about this.

“I’m actually meeting a girlfriend,” Olive said finally. “It’s a study date.”

“I have great news. No one studies during the summer time.”

“I do.” With a smile that showed off the slight gap between her two front teeth, she pushed her glasses higher on her nose. “At the risk of sounding like a huge nerd, I’m taking a summer class at Stony Brook. I’m going to be a psychology major there in the fall and I want to be familiar with the course materials. And okay…” She blushed to her hairline. “I didn’t risk sounding like a huge nerd. That was full-on dweeb.”

Even though her enthusiasm was adorable, Rory encountered a kick of unease. He’d never been in a serious relationship, but he’d gone out with a lot of different kinds of girls…once. There wasn’t much that could intimidate him. He’d grown up poor and served hard time. But people with book smarts? Yeah, he had the look memorized. That look. The one that said they pegged him as being uneducated with nothing in his future but answering to someone else and making a working man’s salary for it.

On those extremely rare occasions Rory spent time with a book-smart girl, he didn’t really give a shit when she gave him the look. The one that said, I’m going to enjoy tonight and never tell a single one of my friends about it. What did he care? He wasn’t exactly planning on telling anyone, either. It was just a basic need being met. A diversion.

Olive didn’t seem like a diversion. Not even a little bit.

He really didn’t want her to give him the look.

“Uh, right.” Rory winked at Olive, handed her the book and backed in the direction of the beach. “Look, no more walking without looking where you’re going, all right, sunbeam?”

Her smile dropped.

“Don’t study too hard,” he said, punching the crosswalk button. Damn, walking away from a girl wasn’t supposed to be hard, was it? His stomach felt like two stones grinding together. When he glanced back, Olive took a step toward him, then changed her mind and retreated. With a weird tightening in his throat, Rory faced the street again. The light changed and Rory started to cross—

“Wait!”


Chapter Three


Too bad you couldn’t edit real life.

Because she’d definitely just yelled, “Wait!”

At the hottest guy she’d ever seen in person. A hot guy who’d saved her life.

Good thing she’d sounded extra desperate.

Olive Cunningham tried not to cringe at the note of desperation hanging in the warm summer air and watched Rory slow to a stop, glancing back at her over his muscular shoulder. Wariness danced in eyes she knew were translucent green and hardened the strong lines of his back, reminding her of an unbroken stallion. What had she said to make him throw up his guard? Olive was positive it could have been any number of things. Having been home schooled straight through the twelfth grade, her experience with the opposite sex was limited to neighborhood boys and the ones she read about in books.

When it came time for her to start dating, she’d envisioned herself with a starter boyfriend. Someone non-threatening and endearingly awkward who was still developing the fashion sense that would stay with him throughout adulthood. Rory was the least awkward human being she’d ever encountered. His dark brown hair was finger brushed and somehow perfect, offset by his cut jaw and the beginning shadow of scruff. He was smooth and he lived inside his skin like a worn-in pair of jeans. Not a starter boyfriend. Not a boy anything.

Sexual, bold, protective, funny. A man.

A man with a black eye. And like, twenty-six tattoos, not that she’d tried to count.

His sigh carried on the breeze as he returned to the sidewalk, planting his big hands on narrow hips. “Yeah, sunbeam?”

Don’t just stand here and moon over him giving you a nickname. Think fast. “Public access television,” she blurted. “Rainstorms, Sting, calligraphy…milkshakes.”

He raised a dark eyebrow.

“You asked me what else I have a thing for,” Olive explained, clutching the book to her chest. When his mouth spread into a smile, she realized he had full, beautiful lips. Attached to his angular face, they made him look like an angel who’d spent some time in hell.

“Sting? Isn’t he a little before your time?”

“That’s the great thing about music. When you discover it for the first time, it might as well be brand new.” Since he didn’t seem inclined to come any closer, even though they’d practically kissed a few minutes ago, Olive braved up and took a few steps in Rory’s direction. Watched him plant his tongue against the inside of his cheek and breathe slowly. “If I ask what you have a thing for, will I regret it?”

Rory didn’t respond. He was probably wondering why some random chick was on a mission to make him late for work. Honestly, she was pretty impressed by her own bravery. She’d only been living on her own in Long Beach for a week. In that time, she’d learned all about ordering takeout online, assembled a butt load of furniture and explored enough of the town to go out for a walk without getting lost. Apparently she hadn’t quite conquered the ability to avoid death by speeding bus. Baby steps.

Everything she’d done since arriving from Oklahoma had seemed small. A tiny tick toward being a fully independent adult, out from under the thumb of her parents. Maybe they’d been more like leaps, though, because she was definitely flirting a little bit with a sexy lifeguard with no clue if she was doing it correctly.

The longer Rory went without answering, though, the more her confidence started to wane. She wasn’t his type. He had a girlfriend. She’d shown too much interest. It could have been any number of things that made him back off. Best to chalk this conversation up to a practice run and go back to reading. While stationary this time.

“Okay, um…” She shrugged her left shoulder. “Have a good day at work. Thanks again for preventing my early demise…”

Olive trailed off as Rory relieved her of the book, tucked it under his arm and presented his hand. “Milkshakes, right? I got you.”

“Wait. What?”

“We’re going to get a milkshake.” They both watched closely as he wove their fingers together and sparks tickled the length of Olive’s arm. “And I’m carrying your books for you while we talk about Sting. We’ve been transported back to another time and place.”

“Aren’t you going to be late for work?”

“We’ll drink fast. Come on.”

Just like that, Olive Cunningham of Muskogee, Oklahoma was being pulled along National Boulevard by a man who oozed excitement…and some definite danger. Shouldn’t she be more cautious? Yes. Certainly. But why would this man save her life only to kill her? He’d been the one to walk away, too. She’d called him back. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to have a milkshake with him in public in broad daylight.

Reassured, Olive allowed her own excitement to take flight. She watched the flex of his back and triceps as they walked, puzzled over the speculative glances he threw at her over his shoulder. Overall, though, she was relieved they hadn’t parted ways back at the intersection. Something told her she wouldn’t have put Rory from her mind easily at all.

They had only been walking for a few minutes when Rory pulled Olive to a stop in front of Mike’s Shakes. As she’d seen earlier during her internet search, the old-fashioned sign was faded, the windows were wallpapered in advertisements for local music gigs and milkshake specials. Rory opened the door to the sound of a tinkling bell, as if escorting her into a palace.

“After you.”

“Thanks,” she murmured, passing beneath his arm and feeling his breath on her temple. “Th-this is actually where I’m meeting my study date.”

“Yeah?”

She hummed. “It’s my first time here, though.”

As always, when about to try something new or perform an out-of-the-ordinary activity, Olive heard her mother’s voice in her ear. Hello, YouTubers! Today we’re at Mike’s Milkshakes celebrating three million subscribers. Comment down below with your favorite milkshake flavor! Don’t forget to hit the like button.

Olive gave a rapid headshake, trying to jostle the voice free. How long would she turn even the most basic event into a YouTube video?

Rory, still holding her hand, led her to one of the few booths positioned in front of the window, sliding into the booth beside her. On the same side. He stretched his arm along the back of the seat as easy as breathing, and within those close quarters, his scent hit her stronger than it had outside. Menthol shaving cream, coffee, the faint smell of something sharp.

“At least wait until after we order to sniff me.”

“Oh God.” She faced forward in a snap. “I didn’t realize I was doing it.”

The tan column of his neck flexed as he laughed. “My turn now,” he said, sobering, leaning in. “Fair is fair.”

The tip of Rory’s nose grazed her neck and Olive’s thighs audibly smacked together, squeezing, her lips popping open on a gasp as he breathed deeply in the space above her pulse. What was happening to her? Had this man reached inside her and found an on switch for her sex drive? As recently as this morning, she’d almost had to talk herself into being horny and exploring her urges, because grown women were supposed to be. Thoughts, fantasies, book scenes inspired her. Never someone in the flesh. Live and in person.

Rory pulled back and locked glazed eyes on her, their mouths mere inches apart. “Jesus Christ. Barely touched you. Wonder what that body would do if I got my hands and mouth on it?”

Faster than lightning, the seam of Olive’s shorts became damp, uncomfortable. Rory’s breaths came faster against her lips. They were going to kiss, right here in this milkshake shop—and even with precious little kissing experience, she wondered if they’d be able to stop.

“All right, you two,” the waiter groused from behind Rory. “Ain’t it a little early for this?”

Rory’s expression went from hot to cold so fast, Olive shivered. A muscle jumped in his cheek as he sat up straighter and slowly turned to face the waiter, hitting him with a stony look. “I don’t know.” His long fingers flexed on the table top, his fist coming down hard on the surface. Whap. “Is it?”

The waiter was suddenly fascinated by his order pad. “It’s all good, man. Sorry. What can I bring you?”

Another handful of seconds passed before Rory answered, the tension building further in the small restaurant. “Whatever your three most popular flavors are,” he said in a low voice. “We’ll take those.”

“You got it.”

Olive didn’t realize she’d been holding her breath until the waiter loped off, disappearing through the swinging doors into the kitchen. She let it out silently, her awareness of Rory’s air of danger bigger and more unavoidable than before. What in the world had just happened? This man who’d pulled her out of the path of oncoming traffic seemed capable of mowing people down just as handily. As if reading her mind, Rory shook his head. “You’re one of the smart ones, Olive,” he said, pronouncing smart like smahht. “You weren’t supposed to call me back.”

Her pulse skipped as she processed that. “You were trying to protect me from yourself?” He searched her face but didn’t answer. “Do I need protecting?”

“God, no, sunbeam. Not from me,” he rasped, frustration shifting his body in the seat. “Look, you asked me if you’d regret it. Finding out what I have a thing for. The answer is yes.” He tilted his face toward the light, giving her a better view of his damaged eye. “Ask me how I got this.”

It was so hard not to follow that command, considering she’d been dying to know the source of his injury since they’d crossed paths. She didn’t want to hear the answer now, though. Not when he clearly thought it was going to be a deal breaker. “Why don’t you just tell me when you’re ready?”

That caught him off guard, but he recovered fast. “I was out being a fucking idiot. Looking for…” He trailed off, as if surprised by his own words. “I look for the fights. I go out and find them.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.” He tapped a fist on the table. “And it doesn’t matter. You shouldn’t be around it. You’re the type of girl who’d realize it sooner than later, so I beat you to the punch.” The expression he turned on her was almost accusatory. “Turns out, it’s not that easy to walk away from you.”

The waiter appeared at the side of the table with a tray, moving their milkshake trio one by one in front of them and setting down straws. In Olive’s periphery, she could see the waiter hovering as if wanting to ask if they needed anything else, but she couldn’t manage to rip her attention off of Rory and the waiter eventually left. “I didn’t want you to walk away.”

He laughed under his breath. “You going to be trouble for me, sunbeam?”

“Why don’t we just drink milkshakes?”

Still looking troubled, Rory unwrapped three straws and stuck them into their own respective milkshakes. “Okay, let’s pick our favorite. You first.”

“Wait, no.” Olive’s spine went ramrod straight. “This feels way too much like a YouTube channel challenge.”

“I don’t know what any of that means, but it sounds serious.”

“Oh, you have no idea. Subscribers hang in the balance.” When his confusion demanded an explanation, she blew out a long breath. “I moved here from Oklahoma a week ago.”

“That explains the cute accent.”

“I don’t have an accent. You do.”

“Agree to disagree.” He picked up the chocolate milkshake, his fingers sliding through the condensation on the glass as he gripped it, held the straw to her bottom lip. “Taste, Olive.”

Her thighs threatened to smack together again, but she narrowly avoided the action, drinking deeply of the thick, delicious shake, rich cocoa waking up her taste buds and making them sing. All the while, Rory’s gaze tracked a path from her lips to the hollow of her throat and back. “It’s amazing,” she managed, letting the straw go. “And this is nothing like a challenge.”

“Good.” He set the shake down with a smirk. “I think.”

Olive picked up the next shake—mint chip—took a sip and handed it to Rory, so he could do the same. “If you know nothing about the YouTube world, this is all going to sound utterly crazy. But here goes. When I was thirteen, my parents started a YouTube channel. Meet the Cunninghams. They filmed me and my siblings doing everything, during most of our waking hours. Getting ready for school, eating in restaurants, making slime—”

“What? Why?”

“It’s a thing.” Knowing uncomfortable feelings were about to surround her like cloud cover, she swapped mint chip back for classic chocolate. “People watch. Every day. They subscribe to our family.” She ran her finger vertically through the fogged glass. “But it’s the sitcom curse, you know? When kids hit a certain age, they kind of run their course. So the videos became mostly about my little brother and sister, Henderson and Pearl.” She forced a smile onto her face. “Eight million subscribers at last count, though. That’s…really impressive.”

Rory had been sitting with the straw poised in front of his mouth for her entire explanation. “You said they filmed most of your waking hours. After they took you out of the picture, they kept filming your brother and sister?”

“Yes.”

“If you weren’t in the videos anymore, where did you go?”

Oh wow. She’d severely underestimated what it would be like to tell someone out loud that she’d essentially been fired from her own family for getting older. “In my room.” She reached for the third shake—ugh, pina colada? Really? “I stayed out of the way.”

“And they let you? They wanted that?” Her silence served as an affirmative and Rory’s outrage was palpable. “That’s extremely fucked up, sunbeam.”

“It is, a little.” She sipped the pina colada even though it was gross. “Maybe a lot.”

He leaned in and pressed his lips to her cheek. “They shouldn’t have done that to you. I met you fifteen minutes ago and I know you don’t deserve that.”

“Thanks,” she whispered, trying not to be obvious about inhaling shaving cream smell.

“That must have been a while ago…right?” Rory asked, pulling back and narrowing his eyes. “You said you’ve been here a week. Where were you before Long Beach?”

“Living with my parents.”

He set down the milkshake slowly. “Hold up, Olive. How old are you?”

Uh oh. Was this going to be an issue? “Eighteen.”

“Christ.” He dragged both hands down his face. “That’s young.”

Olive reared back. “I’m renting my own apartment. My shower curtain matches my towels. There are serious adult decisions being made here.” Her comeback earned her a quirked male smile and she couldn’t help but return it. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-four.” He seemed to be chewing glass. “How do you have your own place at eighteen? Long Beach isn’t cheap, especially in the summer time.”

She hesitated a moment. “The thing about eight million subscribers…it means advertisers will pay a ton to run ads on your channel…”

He leaned away. “So you’re not only young and smart, you’re a rich girl.”

“Hey, I earned it,” she deadpanned. “Sliming ain’t easy.”

“Olive,” he groaned. “Please stop being so fucking cute.”

Her stomach flipped. “Because you still want to walk away?”

“I shouldn’t have to. You should be running toward something better.” Rory’s expression was the epitome of conflicted, but he was saved from having to elaborate when the bell dinged over the door and a girl Olive recognized walked into Mike’s Shakes. She looked around at the ancient décor and made a face, hefting her backpack higher on her shoulders. When Leanne spotted her, she waved. Olive’s arm felt like lead, but she managed to lift it and return the greeting.

“Oh, um. My study date is here.”

Rory hadn’t glanced once at the newcomer, continuing to study her face. “I have to get to work, anyway.”

“Okay,” she murmured, reaching into her pocket for money. “Let me help pay—”

He caught her wrist. “On me, sunbeam.”

Leanne slid into the booth across from them slowly and Olive didn’t even need to glance over to know her study partner was watching with rapt interest. “H-hey Olive. I brought the Perspectives and Connections book you left in my car on Thursday.”

“Thank you.”

“Perspectives and Connections,” mouthed Rory with a wry twist of his lips. “I’ll leave you to it.”

Olive felt like she’d walked into a sub-zero freezer as Rory rose from the booth and tossed some bills on the table. He took one long final look at her and moved in a slow swagger toward the exit. And she couldn’t yell wait this time. Not if she wanted to maintain one ounce of self-respect. Instead, she turned in the booth and faced Leanne, trying desperately to swallow the lump in her throat. “So, um…where did we leave off last time? I think it was the—”

Rory appeared to her left. “I left my phone at home. Write down your number,” he said, pronouncing it numba.

“Who leaves their phone?” Leanne mused, playing with her own device.

But Olive barely heard her over the sudden palpitations happening in her chest. By some feat of willpower, she managed not to break into song. She signaled Leanne for a pen and wrote her cell number on a straw wrapper, sliding it toward Rory. “Are you going to use it?”

He left without answering.

Olive smiled through the entire study session.

He’d call.

He’d totally call.


Chapter Four


No way Rory could call her.

If he called Olive, he’d arrange a time to see her again. If he saw her again, once wouldn’t be enough. Time had stood still from the moment he pulled her out of the bus’s path, right up until he finally left Mike’s Shakes with her number in his pocket. Everything had taken a back seat to what she said next, how she moved, smelled, laughed.

He sat on a bench in the Hut’s locker room now, staring down at the ripped straw wrapper, smoothing out the curled ends on his thigh. Around him, the locker room moved in ripples of animated color, the other lifeguards excited to kick off the summer season, already making plans to hit the boardwalk bars tonight. Lockers slammed, cell phones dinged, playful insults rang out.

Meanwhile Rory was transfixed by ten digits on a narrow strip of white paper. She’d drawn smiley faces in her zeroes, which was just further proof calling the number was a bad idea. And yet. If he hadn’t left his phone at home, he would have already texted her.

There had been an unusual tug in his gut the entire time and it was more than him being turned on. He’d wanted to sit her in his lap and feed her milkshakes and find out what caused all her different smiles. The teasing one was his favorite by far. The one that challenged him to stop being so serious.

Funny enough, serious wasn’t Rory’s thing. Definitely not when it came to women. He was a temporary thrill—and it went both ways. Yet he’d found himself…exposed in front of Olive. More than once. And she’d barely pushed. His guard had dropped itself before he knew what happened. Would he take back those moments if he could?

No. No, he wouldn’t change a single thing about that morning.

An elbow caught him in the side and Rory lifted his head to find Jamie sitting beside him. How long had his brother been there? “Hey.”

Jamie eyeballed the straw wrapper. “Eventful walk to work?”

Rory sighed and dragged a hand through his hair. “You could say that.”

“She smiley faced her zeroes.”

“Yeah.”

They sat in silence for a moment.

“You going to call her?” Jamie prompted, beginning to dig through his backpack.

Rory stood, dropped the phone number onto the top shelf of his open locker and stripping off his shirt. “Nope.”

“That sounds pretty definitive.”

“Has to be.”

“Why?”

Off came the sweatpants, leaving Rory in his red, standard-issue lifeguard trunks. “She’s eighteen.” When Jamie winced, Rory made a sound of agreement. “That’s only the beginning. She’s a smart girl. College coming up. I’m not going to let her waste time on me.”

Jamie’s brows snapped together. “I’d say you’re not a waste of time, but you wouldn’t believe me.”

“She doesn’t even know I’ve done time.” His chest knotted thinking of how she’d react. Part of Rory wished he’d told her, just so he wouldn’t have to speculate forever what she might have said. “It was just a crazy, one-time thing. Nothing happened. We drank milkshakes.”

“Since when do your crazy one-time things involve milkshakes?”

“Since this morning, okay?” Rory shot back, pounding a fist into his locker. “Drop it.”

Jamie adopted his signature cocky pose. Arms crossed, expression bored. “I’ll drop it when you throw her number in the trash.”

Rory laughed and shook his head. “You prick.”

“Can’t do it, can you?”

Not a hope in hell. “Why is this such a big deal to you?”

Jamie lost a degree of smugness. “Look, we’re all busy during the year. I’m teaching, Andrew never leaves the bar.” He shrugged a shoulder. “We see each other at home, but we’re not around each other non-stop, like we are in the summer. And every time Memorial Day weekend rolls around, you’re a little less…optimistic. About yourself. About everything.”

The back of Rory’s neck pinched tight and he rolled the muscles to loosen them. “Are you sure you’re an economics teacher and not a counselor?”

“Positive. How well do you think I’d handle adolescent feelings?”

“Not well.”

“No shit.” Jamie tipped his chin toward the top shelf of Rory’s locker. “And speaking of adolescents.”

“Fuck you.”

His brother grinned, but it was short lived. “You said she’s smart?”

Rory swallowed and snatched the whistle out of his locker, dropping it over his head. “Yeah,” he rasped.

“Then she had a reason for sliding you her digits. Maybe give her a little more credit.”

He considered Jamie’s words for all of a second before disregarding them. “You can be smart and still be naïve. I’m doing her a favor.” His fingers paused in the process of engaging his Master lock. “I’m sitting there talking to her and my fucking eye is killing me from last night. I’m wondering if she smells the vodka coming out of my pores. And she’s so…fresh. And better. The waiter looks at me sideways this morning and I can’t—I couldn’t stop myself from getting pissed. Showing her exactly what I am. It wouldn’t work, Jamie.” A vision of Olive pushing up her glasses drifted into his conscience and stung him. “We only spent an hour together and I know it’s crazy, but if I went out with her, I’d want her to be…mine. Think about that. Some fucking ex-con locking down this young girl with a successful future her first summer out of her parents’ house. No matter how you slice it, I end up the villain. I don’t want to be her villain.”

Jamie opened his mouth to respond, but he was interrupted by the door to the Hut flying open and rebounding off a row of lockers with an earsplitting rattle.

“I’m here, cocksuckers.”

Marcus “Diesel” O’Shaughnessy stood outlined in the doorway. All shirtless, six foot five inches of him. He swaggered into the Hut, stopping to high-five lifeguards and show off the new naked lady tattoo on his arm to everyone he passed.

“For chrissakes,” Jamie muttered. “I’d almost forgotten about this asshole.”

“Nope. Turns up every year like a bad penny.” Rory slid his brother a side glance. “You let me know if he says something stupid to you, all right?”

A muscle flexed in Jamie’s cheek. “He’s a loudmouth, but he’s mostly harmless.” He shoved Rory off balance with his shoulder. “You have to stop fighting my battles for me—we know how that ends.” Jamie gave him a pointed look. “I can fight them myself.”

“Right.” Rory let the subtle reminder of his incarceration roll off his shoulder. “You going to smother him with your book collection?”

Jamie let his locker door swing open, revealing a neat row of novels. “I came prepared.”

Rory was still shaking his head when Marcus reached them, rolling to a stop like a goddamn tank and wrapping an arm around Jamie’s shoulders. “Ahhh, and who’s this hiding over here? How the hell are you, Jamie Prince?” He only laughed when Jamie muttered “please fuck off” under his breath. “Come on, man. I know you missed me.” He let go of Jamie, stepped back and flexed, creating the human version of a field goal. “Where else do you get quality eye candy like this? It’s got to be amazing for you to have me around.”

Jamie blew out at breath at the ceiling. “Marcus, don’t make me suggest the quiet game this early in the summer.”

Marcus pointed at him and grinned. “I’m going to win this time.”

“You never win.”

Even though he was trying to heed Jamie’s request to back off, Rory couldn’t help listening carefully to every word that came out of Marcus’s mouth, waiting for him to slip up and say something out of line. This kind of needling was par for the course with the oversized gym rat. He had a big mouth—and for some strange reason, he was always running it around Jamie. If it was anyone else giving Jamie a hard time, Rory wouldn’t be able to stop himself from stepping in, but Marcus genuinely seemed to like Jamie, though they were exact opposites. Insinuating that Jamie must be thrilled to ogle him, on account of Jamie being gay, was a bad assumption. And kind of offensive. Except it had become obvious over the course of several summers that Marcus had no clue his bullshit came off as rude. Still, why Jamie tolerated it, Rory had no idea.

“I have some great news for you, Jamie Prince,” Marcus continued, stripping off his sweatpants and tossing them haphazardly into his open locker. “Andrew hired me as security at the Castle Gate this summer. To check IDs and shit. I’m a bouncer now, son.”

“And today in self-fulfilling prophecies…” Jamie muttered.

“You don’t have to be away from me a single second.” Marcus pulled his red lifeguard shorts on over his briefs, not-too-subtly adjusting his junk. “Lucky you.”

“I’m ecstatic,” Jamie deadpanned, looping his whistle around his head. “I’m heading to my chair.”

“Hold on, I’ll walk with you,” Marcus said, rushing to grab his gear. “I need some, ah…practice. Acting as a security guard.”

Rory couldn’t help but laugh as Jamie staunchly ignored Marcus and bee-lined for the exit, forcing Marcus to lope after him in one flip-flop, the other in his gargantuan paw.

Now that Rory was alone, the straw wrapper almost glowed from its position on the top shelf of his locker. Closing the door and leaving it there felt symbolic. That’s exactly what needed to be done with Olive. He needed to shut the door on the connection they’d made this morning and leave this funny, fresh-faced girl with a future alone. No calling her. No dating her. No searching out her face on the beach.

He didn’t expect her to search him out instead. In the most unconventional way.


Chapter Five


Olive heaved a satisfied breath when she saw an open spot on the beach. Memorial Day weekend in Long Beach was pure insanity, and she thanked God her apartment was close enough to walk. Cars were in a dead gridlock around the town, parking spots being fought over like dogs with a bone. Frankly, the atmosphere of competitive relaxation was kind of intimidating, but she hadn’t been to the actual beach since moving in, and the incredible weather demanded she leave her studying behind and bask in the sunshine.

It was Saturday, a perfectly acceptable day to be selfish. She would make up for neglecting her school work later and she’d have tan lines as a bonus.

I have great news. No one studies during the summertime.

Rory’s voice drifted down from the blue sky and she sighed. Since meeting him yesterday, snippets of their conversation seemed to find her at the oddest times. Like when she was using her vibrator on the highest setting last night and remembered him saying, Jesus Christ. Barely touched you. Wonder what that body would do if I got my hands and mouth on it?

See? The oddest times.

Olive snuck into the sliver of space and plunked down her beach bag. She rolled out her favorite towel, which was a headshot of Sigmund Freud above the words “Your Mom.” After making sure there wasn’t a single wrinkle in the towel, she sat down in the very center and applied sunscreen…beneath her cover up.

It wasn’t that she didn’t like her boobs. It was that she hated her boobs. And even though she knew logically no one on the beach would pay them any attention, as soon as she removed the gauzy white top that skimmed her thighs, her brain would lie to her, whispering that everyone was staring at her rack. Thanks to homeschooling, she’d never been forced to walk down a high school hallway full of peers with her body’s changes on display. Once when Olive was fifteen, however, a neighborhood guy her age had been helping his mother carry groceries into the house. When he saw Olive waving across the street, he held two cantaloupes in front of his chest and called, “Hey, look. It’s Olive and her huge knockers.”

She’d gone inside immediately and performed enough Internet research to know that her bust was above average in size and was properly horrified. And without her mother to confide in about her self-consciousness, she’d remained in that state for roughly three years. Now here she was, about to unveil her melons to the masses.

Maybe she should have stayed home with her books. They were her solace—and that’s why she studied during the summertime and took bonus classes. She enjoyed it. When her parents asked her to take a step back from Meet the Cunninghams, she’d needed a distraction from the hurt. School work had been the easiest way to continue being productive without a camera on her. Not to mention, she’d had an ulterior motive in focusing on her grades. She’d hoped to win back her parents’ approval, but in the midst of YouTube glory, it had only been fleeting. Keep up the good work, Olive. Then back to their regularly scheduled program.

Words on the page was where she snuggled up at night, whether they told tales of historical events, mathematics or dystopian futures with romance thrown in for good measure. She loved all of the words. Every single one.

During her senior year of high school, she’d taken psychology as an elective and found herself fascinated by the different philosophies of thought. She’d had so many feelings about being placed in the opposite corner than her family, giving those feelings a more scientific term, such as separation anxiety had helped. She wasn’t just lonely, she was having the appropriate emotional response to isolation. It was right there in her textbooks and it helped to give that emptiness a name. Applying for colleges and choosing psych as her major had been a no-brainer. Why wouldn’t she want to help others deal with the same issues in the future? In the meantime, she would continue to deal with them herself.

She was still far from overcoming them.

Up until now, Olive had somehow managed to avoid looking at the closest lifeguard tower, but she did so now—and deflated when the guy sitting in the chair didn’t even resemble Rory a little bit. Although she wasn’t sure if it was in relief or disappointment.

There was one thing she did know. She wasn’t going to sit around waiting for him to call. Or replaying their morning together and wondering if she could have done something differently. For years, she’d played that what if game with her family and it was a new day. A new day of matching shower curtains and towels, dammit.

That burst of pride turned out to be exactly what Olive needed to remove her cover-up. She whipped it off and stuffed it into her beach bag. There. Done. She’d inflicted her breasts on the beach and they’d just have to deal. Tan lines or bust.

Olive placed her glasses carefully in her bag’s front pocket and flopped down on her back, dug her heels into the granules of sand and cleared her mind of insecurities and what ifs, letting the sun’s heat bake them away. Salsa music reached her ears from one side, rap music from the other. The beach goers were jovial, calling to each other, their voices dripping with Long Island. Kids squealed down at the water line and occasionally kicked sand onto Olive as they ran past. The chaos somehow took place around her without involving her, though, leaving her to bask in anonymity, the heat nearly putting her to sleep.

She wasn’t sure what caused her eyes to pop open. Or what caused a pinwheel to roll down her spine. Something made her sit up, though, fanning herself with a hand to cool her sun-warmed skin. Without fail, her attention drifted to the lifeguard station—and there he was.

Rory leaned forward in the elevated chair, his hands clasped loosely between his knees, watching her behind a pair of black sunglasses. Yes, there was no doubt he watched her, a muscle ticking in his cheek. The tattoos hadn’t been fully visible the day before, but they were on full display now, hugging big portions of his skin like spiderwebs. And Olive might as well have been naked for the awareness that crept over her, lifting goose bumps down the length of her arms, making her thighs feel like gelatin, all the way up to her sex. When had he gotten there? How long had he been watching her? How did he reach out and touch her from thirty yards away?

Olive turned back around to face the water, forcing her fingers to stop clutching the sides of the towel. He hadn’t even waved. Or smiled. He almost looked mad at her, which made no sense, since he’d been the one to not call. What would a cool, calm and collected adult with a new Bed Bath & Beyond credit card do in this situation? Olive had no clue, but if she sat there much longer, she was going to melt under his close scrutiny.

Reminding herself that no one cared about her boobs, Olive stood up, wincing when she had no choice to dust some stray sand off her butt, and walked casually toward the water. Really, she’d been planning to go for a swim at some point. She’d never even dipped a toe into the Atlantic Ocean, so now was a good a time as any.

“Oh my God,” she croaked when icy cold water rushed up her ankles and licked at her knees. “It’s eighty degrees. Shouldn’t you be warm?”

There was no choice but to wade in farther after coming this far. It hurt, though. She wanted to be back on top of Sigmund Freud cultivating a tan, not courting hypothermia.

Olive heard her whining conscience and frowned at the horizon. She’d left the comfort of her parents’ mini-mansion—complete with heated pool—to make a real change. They could cast her aside in the name of Internet fame, but she’d made the decision to leave Oklahoma for New York. She’d taken control of the separation this time, so they couldn’t do it for her. Now that she was on her own in this big, unfamiliar place, she wouldn’t stay stuck in a bedroom listening to life take place on the other side of her door.

She took a deep breath, whimpered under her breath, and let her body drop beneath the surface of the water. It covered her head with a rushing foam gurgle, before the world around her turned muted. Bluish green pushed against her lids, allowing her to see the color even with her eyes closed. It was such a glorious and beautiful rush, she forgot to be cold. When she emerged from the surface again, she couldn’t contain the laugh that bubbled up in her throat. Totally worth leaving her books to gather dust for the afternoon.

Kids on top of boogie boards were carried toward the shore by waves. They were probably half her age, so she had zero reservations about freestyle swimming farther into the murky blue, letting the sounds of the shore recede, stopping only when her feet could no longer touch sand. After a few minutes of letting herself drift, she decided to swim back to shore, march right up to Rory and…force him into a pleasant conversation. Yup. That would show him. He might have lamented their age gap, but she’d prove being young didn’t amount to being immature.

With that plan in mind, Olive let a wave crest over her and started to kick. She couldn’t seem to make any progress toward shore, though. Her position never changed, only shifting her sideways…or farther out. Was she drifting farther out?

That’s when she heard a whistle pierce the afternoon air—and she knew it was for her.

“Oh God. No, no, no…this isn’t happening.” She swam as hard as she could, losing steam after about ten seconds and attempting to reach the bottom of the ocean floor with her toes. She didn’t even scrape it. She did, however, become very aware of a separate current running down near her feet. Undertow. Unbelievable. She’d gotten stuck in an undertow.

A wave broke over Olive’s head, but not before she made out the blurry figure cutting toward her in the water at a fast clip, a red flotation device dragging along the surface behind him. Her lack of glasses prevented her from making out exact details—and then she couldn’t see anything. A healthy dose of water was sucked up through her nose when she tried to breathe. Panic made her flail, even though she knew it would burn energy. She couldn’t stop. Couldn’t stop trying to remain on the surface where the oxygen lived. I’m drowning. I’m going to drown. Why did I leave my books? They’ve been so good to me.

An arm wrapped around her chest and she instinctively tried to fight the restriction, thinking it would drag her farther down. She twisted, her vision nothing but blurred blues and greens, fear roaring in her ears.

“I’ve got you, sunbeam. Easy. I’m here to help you.”

The imploring voice near her ear ceased her struggles immediately. Rory. That’s right. It was Rory, not some angry sea monster hell bent on drowning her. Within seconds, he had her face up, the flotation device pressed securely to her chest.

“Hold onto this while I get you back to shore. Wrap your arms around it. Good girl.” Was it her imagination or did he brush a kiss over her hair? “Goddammit,” he rasped, starting to swim. “Didn’t you hear me whistling? You just kept…I saw you go under…”

If Olive wasn’t totally spent after battling the sea gods, she would have said something to comfort Rory. He sounded so upset. But coming down from her adrenaline surge and landing in a pile of relief made her almost drowsy, so she could only listen, realizing absently that Rory had been required to save her life twice in twenty-four hours.

How humiliating.

Even more embarrassing was how fast they reached the shore after she’d been unable to swim an inch in the same direction. Her feet slid backward in the sand and then she was hoisted into Rory’s arms, the top of her head finding a home under his chin without conscious thought. They were surrounded by an applauding crowd as Rory walked them up the beach, and the tension in his shoulders told Olive he didn’t like the attention they were getting.

“Talk to me,” he said, leaning down to search her eyes. “I got to you in time. Right? Look, I just really need you to talk to me.”

Which one of them was shaking? “I’m fine. I’m just cold.”

“Cold. Okay.” Seeming relieved that he had a problem to work on, Rory picked up the pace to a stride, leaving their audience in the dust. Water dripped off the ends of his hair and coasted down his shoulder, chest, jaw, dripping onto Olive, but she didn’t mind it one bit, because a couple of drips was easily better than a whole ocean. Also the droplets had been warmed on Rory’s skin before landing on hers and there was something grounding about that. Like he was resuscitating her without trying.

His worried expression drifted in and out of the sunlight, keeping his face mostly in the shadows, but occasionally she would get a peek at the set jaw, downward slashing eyebrows. He was on a mission to take her somewhere, but until he unlocked a door and carried her inside a dark locker room, she didn’t speculate on where.

“This is the Hut,” he murmured, adjusting his hold to bring Olive tighter against his chest as they passed through long rows of lockers, a slim, wooden bench running down the middle. “I’m going to catch hell for leaving the beach, but I just need to get you warmed up, sunbeam. You won’t stop shaking.”

“You either.”

She heard him swallow. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Olive decided to let him get away with the lie. “You weren’t on duty when I got to the beach. Where did you come from?”

Rory didn’t answer as they passed beneath an arch into another room, separate from the locker area. And darker. He eased her feet to a tile floor. Before she could look around to discern their new location, Rory steadied her with his left hand and punched something above her head with his right—and holy blessed warm water went streaming down her head, shoulders and back, shocking her chilled skin with blissful heat.

She backed further into what could only be a shower and Rory followed, his grip reassuring on her elbow. “Ohhhh.” Her neck loosened, head tipping to one side. “That’s perfect. Totally worth almost drowning for.”

“Agree to disagree,” came his low voice from the other side of the spray. Olive peeked around the stream of water to find Rory battling concern…and something darker. Hotter. His inked chest lifted and fell in a staggered rhythm, steam from the shower dappling him with condensation. “Are you warmed up?”

His gravelly tone of voice turned Olive’s nipples to painful points. I’m wearing a bathing suit. No cover-up. Nothing. Her arms flew up to cross over her breasts, but that only pushed them up more, so she dropped her hands to their original position. “Did everyone see my boobs?”

“What?” His gaze sharpened and snapped to hers. “No. No one saw any part of you they shouldn’t.” He dragged a hand over his eyes. “But I’m seeing way too damn much right now, Olive. Are you warmed up?”

The word yes sprung to her lips, but no sound came out. She was alone in a dark shower with a man who’d stirred something to life inside of her. Something that made her feel…older. Feminine. She’d had crushes on neighborhood boys in the past and swore she’d experienced attraction. Nope. Nothing in her life had come close to the yearning that crawled all over her now, wreaking discomfort and emptiness in places she didn’t know such things were possible.

And God. God, it didn’t help that Rory was absolutely gorgeous with his wet hair and cords of tan muscles, topped with tattoos so stark, they seemed freshly painted. That wasn’t what made her ache, though. No, his eyes did that. They betrayed how aware he was of Olive. That this gravitational force between them was not typical. It wasn’t typical at all.

She could no more say the words, “Yes, I’m warmer now,” than she could go about the rest of her day without drawing Rory closer. Finding some way to touch him. Be touched. Because if she said those words, they would leave this place. He’d put an end to this thing between them that he’d obviously deemed wrong.

“So…” Operating on their own terms, her fingertips traced the edge of her bikini bottoms. Rory’s eyes tracked their progress like a hunter, a violent shudder passing through him. “You’re not going to call me. You’re just going to be my personal rescue service?”

Restless hands flexed at his sides. “I don’t know how to answer that, Olive.”

“Try.”

A beat passed. His nostrils flared. “I made it through a day without calling you. I was trying to make it through another…and then I saw you in front of someone else’s chair, looking like a fuck fantasy that has no place in my head—” He cut himself off with a sharp exhale. “So I switched. I switched so I could be near you. I couldn’t help wanting to be near you.”

Fuck fantasy. Fuck fantasy. The words pinged around in her head like hailstones off a window. “I picked this bathing suit specifically for its modesty.”

“It didn’t work.”

“Oh.” Olive didn’t realize she’d stepped back until her shoulder blades pressed to the steam-covered tile wall and she nearly moaned at the sensation of something—anything—touching her skin. The hard surface made her feel provocative. Trapped. She wanted to be trapped between the tile and Rory. “Will you just come here?” she whispered.

A scrape of a sound left his mouth. “I don’t know if I can stop touching you once I start. I don’t know anything when it comes to you.”

The running water sluicing down from above sent wet hair into her face, obscuring her vision, so she pushed it back, let the damp warmth run over her lips. “Please?”

Rory lunged, growling, stopping just short of making contact. His hands slapped the tile above her head, his chest heaving. And then his mouth gave the barest brush of her temple and Olive almost collapsed under the rush of bliss, unable to trap her moan this time.

“Come on, Olive,” he said choppily. “Barely touching you and that body reacts like I’m giving it that first hard thrust. You’re killing me here.”

Trying to think clearly with a new, unfamiliar motor running deep within her body was a challenge, but Olive sensed she had to lure Rory closer. He was still managing to hold himself away from her and she wanted to snap that willpower in half. With a swallow, she settled the palms of her hands against Rory’s hard stomach and slid them over the muscular curve of his pectorals. “Thank you for saving me.”

His eyelids drooped, his rough exhale sending the shower steam into a swirl. “Don’t thank me. Just stop almost dying.” He appeared transfixed by her fingers as they splayed over his muscles. “Please?”

“I’ll think about it…” Slowly, she went up on her tiptoes and locked her wrists behind his neck. “If you kiss me.”

He advanced on her fast, ripping a gasp from her throat when he sandwiched her between his unyielding body and the tile wall. Oh my God. Every inch of him was created to correspond with every inch of her. Was that possible? “You think I’m the kind of man you play games with?” His hot puffs of breath fanned her mouth. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“Tell me. After you kiss me.”

His laughter was harsh and lacking all humor. “You don’t want me to take what you’re offering, Olive. I’ll want more. I won’t be able to stay away from you.” Out of necessity, Olive pushed up and slid their lips together, making his body surge tighter against hers. “This new life of yours is only beginning, and mine…it never got started, all right? Don’t torture me,” he grated directly against her mouth.

“You’re torturing me,” she said breathily, beginning to grow frustrated with the lack of satisfaction. She needed it so badly without even knowing fully what it entailed. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

“Stop.” He kissed her. Hard. “Stop.”

What had been the purpose of Olive’s mouth until this moment? As soon as her lips met Rory’s, they were given a new reason for existing. Despite his harsh command, there was no stopping once the kiss started. Olive was flattened against the wall, Rory’s fingers diving into her hair, weaving the wet strands between them. Olive’s arms went limp, dropping from his hair and remaining kind of suspended in a mid-air surrender as Rory’s mouth moved over hers, mastering it, ruining her for any other kiss in this lifetime. And then she could only use her hands to pull him close. Closer. Closer.

Oh God, she couldn’t get him to press her into the wall tightly enough. Her body was crying out for something she didn’t know how to ask for. Couldn’t ask for. Not with his tongue taking blatant, sexual ownership of her mouth. He found her tongue and wound it with his own, the bristle of his beard scraping her chin. Water trickled down between them, making the kiss wetter than it already was.

Olive curled her fingers into the waistband of his red shorts, arching her lower body and pulling Rory closer at the same time. Give me what I need. What do I need? At the same time she felt his erection, long and thick against her belly, his mouth let hers go on a guttural groan.

“Tell me what you want.” He teased her upper lip with his tongue. “You can’t have it unless you say it by name.”

“I-I…don’t know. I just want to stop aching.”

They fell headlong into a moaning kiss. “I want that, too, sunbeam.” His right hand left her hair, his palm curving to the side of her neck, traveling lower. Lower. “Can I touch you?”

Their eyes locked and she couldn’t look away from his combination of hunger and vulnerability. As if she might say no. Or not trust him. “Yes,” she whispered. “Anywhere.”

Heat flared in Rory’s face, but he hesitated, shaking his head. “God help us both,” he muttered, his hands finding her breasts and palming them. Tightly. Like they belonged to him. A line of electricity started at her nipples and rippled to her sex, making Olive’s thighs smack together with a loud sound. “There it is,” Rory said, cursing. “Been dreaming about those legs snapping together around my hips. Just like that.”

Later she might worry about coming across desperate, but in that moment, she could only care about making Rory’s words a reality. God. Oh God, she needed pressure against that suffering part of her anatomy. Now. She gripped his shoulders and tried to climb his hard wall of muscle, but he peeled her off with a denial, using his left hand to trap her wrists above her head. A willing prisoner.

“Uh-uh. No,” he gritted, pressing their foreheads together. “Not unless you want to fuck, Olive. If you sit that ripe, little body on my cock, that’s exactly what’s going to happen.”

The walls of her femininity clenched. Clenched at being spoken to—about—in such a way. To be desired this way…to have the proof of her own appeal prodding her in the stomach was a powerful thing. Especially because his appeal was equally vast. The feel of his skin, the intensity of his eyes, the smell of sunscreen and mint and male. A streak of recklessness she’d never encountered spoke on her behalf. “That’s what I want. The ache…”

A heavy shudder moved through Rory, and since they were plastered together, it vibrated her body along with his. “You don’t mean that,” he said thickly, his right hand dropping, slowly cupping her sex and pressing, pressing, grinding his palm against it, drawing a shocked sob from Olive. “You’ve never had a man anywhere near this, have you?”

“No,” she gasped.

“Fuck.” He pressed his middle finger to her clit, massaging her through the wet material of her bikini bottoms. “Taking this for myself will earn me a place in hell.”

“No it won’t.”

“It’s not happening,” Rory cut in harshly, quieting her with a hard kiss. “I can take away the ache other ways.” Olive’s knees weakened as Rory knelt down on the tile floor, the spray rushing over his head as he leaned in, exhaling against the triangle of her bottoms once, twice, before tugging them down to her ankles, devouring the sight of her. “Son of a bitch. It’s as beautiful as the rest of you,” he rasped, pressing his mouth and nose to her intimate flesh, breathing her in. “Last chance, Olive. Tell me I shouldn’t lick your virgin pussy, baby, please.”

Yeah right. She’d been fantasizing for a long time about having sex, introduced to every aspect of intimacy through books. Even on the page, this kind of foreplay had never really appealed to her. Obviously, she’d been shortsighted since she was practically restraining herself from climbing onto his shoulders. Anything to stop the incessant flames from licking her skin. To stop the churn of frustration inside of her, begging for relief. “Rory.” She slipped her fingers into his hair and guided him closer. “I need you.”

“You had to say that.” He pushed his closed mouth up against her softness, his big shoulders lifting and falling on a groan, then his lips began moving in the open-mouthed writhe of a kiss, the action shifting the flesh shielding her core, easing the sides apart, exposing her clit. His upper lip grazed her nub gently, and Olive almost hit the ceiling. Her reaction seemed to drive Rory a little crazy, his fingertips digging into her hips, yanking her lower body closer to his mouth. The hard, slick glide of his tongue separated her flesh further and journeyed over her clit in a slow, deliberate lick. “Goddamn, you taste so fucking sweet. You going to melt on my tongue like a good girl, Olive?”

“Yes. Yes.”

“You make sure to tell me when you’re going to come.” He razed the inside of her thigh with his teeth, then returned to her private flesh, parting her with another thorough lick. “I want to lap up as much as I can before the shower washes it away.”

Olive’s head tipped back on its own, her back arching away from the wall. “Oh my God. O-okay. Okay. Oh my God.”

Rory formed a V with his fingers, holding her flesh open—and spent a full minute flicking his tongue against her clit without pause or mercy. All the while, Olive babbled begging words, a scream building in her chest, until she finally let it loose.

“Rory,” she whimpered, growing desperate, the sound of her physical distress still echoing off the walls. “I’m going t-to…”

He took his tongue away but used the pad of his thumb to tease her swollen bundle of nerves, never stopping, never letting up. She watched beneath heavy lids as his licked a path straight up the center of her belly, closing his teeth around the string that connected the triangles of her bikini, nudging them aside. They went easily, since her breasts had essentially heaved themselves halfway to freedom. And the shower pelted his head, coasting down her body as Rory closed his mouth around her nipples, groaning as he sucked them, his fingers masterful between her thighs. “These tits,” he growled, licking across to her other breast. “Made me hard clear across the beach.”

Olive’s stomach shuddered, her vision beginning to blur, tension creeping, coiling in her mid-section. “I hate them,” she managed, her legs trembling. “Or I used to? They seem good to go right now—oh.”

Rory grazed her nipples with his teeth, and a string pulled taut deep inside of her. She begged him in gibberish to do it again, but his mouth was already journeying back downward, replacing his fingers to suckle her clit gently—and Olive saw stars. That gathering pressure beneath her navel gave way like a collapsing cliff and she tasted blood in her mouth, courtesy of attempting to trap her scream of his name. It got loose anyway, bouncing off the walls and sounding nothing like her. She pressed her hips closer to Rory’s mouth and writhed on his giving tongue, the orgasm gripping her like an iron fist, squeezing, squeezing, her inner walls bearing down, searching for more.

“Inside me,” she sobbed, meaning it that moment with every fiber or her being. “Rory, I-I think I need you inside me.”

He made a choked noise and stood, pressing their mouths together and they panted for heavy moments, the steam curling around them. “Shhh.” His right hand cupped the juncture of her thighs, massaging it gently with his roughened palm. “Easy, sunbeam. Easy. We can’t go there.” Her thighs tightened around his hand and they groaned into a kiss, the waves of pleasure continuing to coast over her, wracking her with tremors. “Goddammit, I’m not going to survive you,” he muttered thickly against her mouth. “I just have to make sure you survive me, okay? Help me do that.”

Finally, the shaking lessened and Olive slumped into Rory’s welcoming arms. She could feel his long erection between them, trapped by the wet material of his shorts, but every time she tried to reach for it, he caught her wrists and distracted her with kisses…until she was incapable of focusing on anything but the give and take of his tongue, the gruff sounds he made in his throat, the hands that smoothed down her hips, tracing the curve of her waist—

A door crashed open somewhere out in the locker room. Rory tensed and pulled away, visibly struggling to become alert, his breathing labored, pupils dilated. His hands shook as he covered her breasts with the bathing suit top and dragged the bottoms back up her legs. Fighting through her lethargy, Olive reached back and turned off the shower in an attempt to be useful, a veil of silence dropping around them, save their heavy breathing.

“He’s too unpredictable,” came a weary male voice from the other room. “I can’t afford him anymore.” A curse. “He’s not even answering his phone.”

A lightly accented female voice responded. “There has to be an explanation. He’s never just left the beach before, has he?”

“No, but it was only a matter of time. We’re talking about the guy who started a bar fight last summer because a customer snapped to get his attention.” the male voice answered. “Or the time he just didn’t show up at all and called me from a holding cell? I can’t make allowances anymore. If someone were to get hurt or worse while his chair is sitting vacant, I could lose the lifeguarding contract with the town.”

Olive didn’t register that the man was talking about Rory until she noticed the distance in his gaze, the hard line of his jaw. “Stay here,” he murmured, backing away from her.

Olive could only watch in silence as Rory sauntered into the locker room, still dripping from their shower. “You can stop calling me, Andrew. I’m right here.”

A beat passed. “Where the hell did you go?”

“Had to take care of something.” He propped a hand on the archway. “You don’t want to make allowances for me anymore, just say the word.”

“And you’d be fine with that.” Andrew’s voice was flat. “Just abandoning ship and leaving me and Jamie to hold everything down?”

“Just trying to give you what you want,” Rory shot back, the muscle patterns shifting on his broad back. “Look, I don’t get choices, I get marching orders. Would that work for you?”

“You think I do this by choice?” There was something written in between the lines of Andrew’s incredulity. “We both know I don’t.”

Olive couldn’t resist a step forward to peek at the newcomers. She’d barely managed to see around Rory’s elbow when she locked eyes with the woman. A gorgeous young woman with an apron tied around her waist, her long, dark hair in a braid. Her eyes widened when she saw Olive, but instead of drawing attention to her presence in the shower, the woman snagged a towel from a stack near the lockers and oh-so-casually sidestepped in Olive’s direction, holding it out. Olive took the offering with a whispered thank you, deciding they were going to be friends.

They didn’t get away with their covert mission, however.

“Is someone in there with you?” Andrew asked.

Rory blocked her more completely. “That’s my business.”

“For fuck’s sake, Rory.”

It had taken Olive a minute to regain her wits and process the conversation. Now that she’d come back down to earth, the reality of the situation was hitting home. Rory was in trouble for leaving the beach with her. Was he getting fired? She couldn’t let him lose his job because she’d kept him from it. The guilt would kill her. Not to mention, he was incredible at being a lifeguard. Hadn’t he just proven that? Who did this guy Andrew think he was?

Olive wrapped the towel around her shoulders and marched out of the shower. “Excuse me.” She lost a little steam at the sight of Andrew, who was easily the second-hottest man she’d ever witnessed up close, right behind Rory—Rory, who tried to block her from view. Olive dodged him. “This man just saved my life. He was heroic,” she sputtered. “I would have drowned if he hadn’t reached me in time. It’s my fault he left the beach. I was freezing to death and…pretty scared, okay? If you’re going to blame someone, blame me.”

Andrew crossed his arms over his chest and regarded her with curiosity. “You are aware that rescuing someone doesn’t involve a complimentary shower, right?”

“Don’t,” Rory said quietly, his hands flexing in a dangerous way that Olive now recognized. “Do not question her, Andrew. I’m warning you.”

Oddly, Rory’s threat seemed to drain some of Andrew’s irritation. He split a look between Rory and Olive, a groove forming between his eyebrows.

“Why don’t you men talk about this at home?” The woman gave Andrew a pointed look. “When we’ve all calmed down a little.” When no one said anything, she rolled her eyes and approached Olive with a hand extended. “I’m Jiya. I had the misfortune of moving in next door to these stubborn Irish mules.”

Olive couldn’t help her smile as they shook. “Oh…” She glanced up at Rory to find his expression shuttered. “Are you brothers?”

He gave a tight nod. “This is Andrew.”

“And you are…” his brother prompted.

“Olive.” She rolled her lips together in the following silence. “I should head home so Rory can get back to work.”

Andrew nodded curtly. “I’ve only got his chair covered for the next half hour.”

“Perfect. That’s enough time to get her home alive.” Rory bent to one side and picked up her beach bag, which she had no recollection of retrieving from the beach. When she saw her glasses and the Freud towel stuffed inside, she almost kissed Rory full on the mouth. Until he said, “She has a habit of tempting death.”

Her sniff of protest hung in the air as Rory threaded their fingers together and pulled her toward his locker. He set down the beach bag on the bench and replaced the glasses on her nose with a look of concentration. With a few twists of his wrists, he sprung the metal teeth of his locker, reached inside and took out a gray T-shirt, dropping it over her head. But not before a piece of white paper fluttered to the ground between them. It was the straw wrapper with her number on it.

Forgetting all about their audience, Olive beamed up at Rory as he pulled her hands through the arm holes of the massive shirt. With her heart in her throat, she watched him stoop down to pick up the straw wrapper and place it carefully back on the shelf, like it was a priceless artifact. Then, seeming to realize how telling the action was, he slapped the locker shut and guided her toward the exit. “I, uh…forget that was in there.”

“Rory?”

“What, sunbeam?”

“I don’t believe you.”


Chapter Six


Rory was going to drop Olive off and get the hell away.

That’s what he should have done after pulling her out of the water. Wrapped her in a towel and radioed one of the female lifeguards to bring her somewhere warm. Or called one of her friends to come pick her up. He never should have brought her into the Hut—into their own private world where none of the consequences of touching her existed. Where the weight of his past and the shine of her future were blurred by the steam.

Even now, knowing he shouldn’t, Rory couldn’t keep himself from holding her hand. It made him feel like a fucking giant walking down the street, having this girl beside him. And yet it was impossible to miss the way passersby looked at them. Since he’d given Olive his only spare shirt, he was bare chested, his tattoos busier than the intersection they were crossing. Some of the people they passed knew Rory from the neighborhood and averted their eyes, giving him wide berth on the sidewalk. Did Olive notice?

He hoped she did. Hoped she realized the local hothead had no business with a pretty blonde angel in thick-rimmed glasses and college courses lined up. He needed to scare her away once and for all, because this crazy connection between them was like an overloaded circuit breaker, capable of setting his world on fire. He’d been worried that spending time with Olive would amount to him feeling…possessive. Or worse, optimistic that something lasting could come out of it. He’d done a lot more than spend time with her, though. And something had happened in the dark of the shower that felt irreversible. They’d communicated things with their bodies he didn’t know how to say out loud.

Mine.

No. She wasn’t his. Tell that to the organ in his chest that wouldn’t stop racing, though. Tell that to his primed body. His mind, which refused to stop reminding Rory that she screamed when he teased her clit long enough. That she kissed him like she didn’t give a shit about oxygen. Christ, she was incredible.

“Is Andrew your only brother?”

“No.” He cleared his throat. “No, there are three of us. Andrew is the oldest, which is why he acts like the king prick sometimes. Not sure if you noticed.” They shared a wry smile. “Jamie is in the middle. Then me.”

“Are you all lifeguards?”

“Yeah. Every summer since we were sixteen.” Discomfort crept up the back of his neck. “Although I missed a couple of summers a while back.” When Olive looked at him, obviously waiting for an explanation, he changed the direction of the conversation, needing to live in this world a little longer. A world where she didn’t know the extent of his depravity. “Jamie teaches during the school year. Economics. He’s smart like you.”

Olive opened her mouth and closed it again. “Um, thank you.” She paused. “Don’t tell him, but I hate economics. It’s too cut and dried. Not enough room for theories or gray areas.”

“I’m telling him.”

“Don’t.” She poked Rory in the side with her free hand and the move was so cute, he almost stopped walking to kiss her. Just wanted to yank her up on her toes and work her innocent body into another frenzy, like he’d done in the shower. But he kept walking, jaw clenched. As if sensing Rory trying to create distance between them, she launched into a ramble. “I mean, I guess there is something to be said for gray areas. Right? That’s where light and dark come together. If they always stayed separate, life would be pretty boring.”

Was she talking about them? Trying to convince him he had a right to walk beside her on the street? To be with her? He wouldn’t allow himself to be convinced. Rory looked ahead and realized they were entering the more expensive area where the rents ticked up by a couple grand. “How much farther?” he asked without making eye contact.

“A couple of blocks.”

Her subdued tone filled him with concern. “You feeling okay? Cold again?”

“I’m fine.” She regarded him thoughtfully. “I was just thinking about what you said, back in the locker room. When you were talking to your brother.”

Rory exhaled hard, trying and failing not to think of Andrew’s disappointed expression. Shouldn’t he be used to it by now? “Which part?”

Olive seemed hesitant, watching him through her lashes. “That you don’t get choices. You get marching orders. What did you mean?”

“That I don’t get trusted with a lot of responsibility. Andrew tells us where to go. When to be there.” He tried to sound less frustrated but couldn’t pull it off. “Jamie has other shit going on, though. Teaching, his books. I just get a schedule and a lot of skepticism that I can stick to it.”

“Do you earn that skepticism?”

“Yeah. I do.” He raked a hand through his hair. “What’s the point of being efficient if I’ll never go any higher than where I’m at, you know? This is it. I’m a name on a schedule.”

She seemed genuinely confused. “Is that all you want to be?”

“No.” Rory heard the word come out of his mouth before his brain registered it. Did he want more than lifeguarding and pouring drinks? Was an ex-con wanting more out of the daily grind just wishful thinking? When he started to consider the answer might be no…or at the very least a gray area, hope trickled in—and it alarmed him. He’d been so devoid of hope or light at the end of the tunnel, he didn’t know how to handle it. What if he tried and found out for certain that there had never been a point? For damn sure, nothing he did would be good enough to deserve the girl walking beside him with such trust.

Olive blinked up at Rory and he realized he was staring. “Andrew also said…he said you called him from a holding cell once?”

His stomach took a dive toward the sidewalk. Had part of him wished she’d missed that part of Andrew and Jiya’s conversation? Why? It would be counterproductive when his goal was to bring this girl to her expensive apartment building and split. To leave her alone for good.

That’s why he had her hand locked in a death grip, right?

Rory pulled Olive to a stop on the sidewalk and forced himself to untangle their fingers, pushing them through his hair instead. “I should have been more upfront with you, Olive, okay?” He tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry. “When I thought we’d never make it past those milkshakes, I thought I’d get away with not telling you. So you wouldn’t look back and think of me as…that ex-con you almost accidentally dated. I didn’t want that. But here we are. And I still have your phone number even though I damn well shouldn’t. So you need to know, sunbeam, that I’m not lying when I say I’m not a good guy. I’m not good for you.”

The breeze blew the blonde hair around her face. “So you were…”

“The night I called Andrew was a separate occasion. But yeah, Olive. I’ve done time in prison.” Just do it. Cut this off before you fall any deeper for this girl. She would wise up someday down the road, when it was too late, and he’d have to sever an arm to let her go. He’d be her villain. “I put a guy in a coma. With my fists. That’s the kind of man who you just defended back there as heroic. That was real sweet and all, baby, but it’s not true.”

He heard her swallow over the rush of traffic on the avenue. “What happened?”

“It doesn’t matter. Nothing excuses it, Olive,” he said adamantly. “Or the fact that I’m still not great at controlling my temper. You feel it. You know. I’ve gone looking for fights since I was a kid—it’s a nice, little trait I inherited from my father. Men fight. Men swing their fists and ask questions later. That’s what I do.”

Her expression told Rory the times he’d almost lost his cool with the waiter and Andrew hadn’t gone unnoticed. “How long were you away?”

“How long was I in prison? That’s where I went.” He ground his molars together, hating this after period they’d entered. After she found out. He’d lay odds on her searching for a break in the conversation so she could sprint for safety. “A little under two years, starting when I was eighteen. On an assault change.”

A degree of color left her face. “The man is okay?”

“Yeah, he’s fine now. Jamie checked. But we don’t exactly exchange Christmas cards.”

Even with the passing traffic and the ocean roar in the distance, the silence that dropped over them was deafening. “Okay, I get it, Rory. You’re not ideal boyfriend material.” He didn’t breathe as seconds ticked past. “Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

“Yeah,” he said hoarsely. “You have to go. You have to get away.”

Olive flinched but kept her chin up. “So, fine. I’m going to walk away now. And you’re going to let me go, right? You’re going to throw away my number and I’ll eventually forget who gave me this T-shirt. Fine with me.”

Direct hit. Was there an arrow sticking out of his chest? “It’s not fine with me. I never said it was fine,” he managed. “I’m just doing the right thing by you.”

“By dropping me? I kind of left Oklahoma to get away from people doing that to me, so it’s a good thing I found out early that this can’t go anywhere.” The light sheen in her eyes made his chest ache. “I’m meeting Leanne in the morning to study. We have a test early Monday morning and…I have to go. Bye, Rory.”

When she breezed past him, Rory swore she ripped off a layer of skin. His stomach shot up into his mouth as Olive moved farther away down the sidewalk, the sound of her sandals fading and blending into the traffic. Jesus, he was going to be sick. He started to go after her, already counting the seconds until he could get his arms around her, but he froze in his tracks when Olive stopped in front of the nicest building on the block. A uniformed man opened the door for her—and the dude must have seen them together, because he sent a look of distaste across the street.

Olive paused in the entrance, turning back toward Rory and all but imploring him to come and get her. But he hesitated. That doorman had the right idea. He didn’t belong within ten feet of a girl like Olive. Her college career was on the horizon and she was set up, living in the best building money could afford. So although it killed him, he took off down the sidewalk, glancing back a moment later to find her gone. Out of sight.

Feeling like he’d been hit by a truck, Rory leaned back against the closest building. She’d compared him to the family that had essentially abandoned her. Couldn’t she see this wasn’t to serve his own self-interest? If he allowed himself to be selfish, they would spend every available second together. He would ride her to classes on his bike. He’d watch over her on the beach and buy her so many milkshakes, she’d get sick of them.

No. No, she’d walked away, too, right? He’d told her everything and she’d made the decision that was right for her. She hadn’t argued or tried to make light of what he’d done in the past—because it wasn’t possible. There was no light angle, it was all dark. He’d done the right thing here. Olive was too young, her future too promising, to get caught up with an older man with so little to offer and a reputation for fighting to boot.

Go. Turn and go.

His feet might as well have been encased in concrete boots, but Rory managed to walk back to the beach, emptiness spreading a little further to the corners of his stomach with every single step.

*     *     *

Rory sat on the top step of the house the next morning, watching oranges and reds thread their fingers into the sky. He’d slept approximately eighteen minutes the night before, so he couldn’t exactly appreciate the beauty of nature. He could only think about Olive having an early study date with her friend. How was she getting there? The bus? Did she have a car he didn’t know about?

What if something bad happened and he wasn’t there to save her?

He tossed the dregs of his freezing cold coffee into the bushes, set the mug down and scrubbed his hands down his face. She’d called his bluff. No sense in denying it. He’d been awake enough hours and replayed their conversation in his head so many times, he could recite it word for word. Yeah, he’d meant what he said to Olive. There couldn’t be a relationship between them. They lived in different worlds. They were going different places.

But he hadn’t really allowed himself to consider what it would be like never talking to her again. Never seeing or kissing her again. A world where none of those things were possible left him lifeless, staring out into the sunrise trying to remember if there was a point to going through the motions every day, like he’d been doing for so long.

Since returning home from prison, he hadn’t allowed himself to be ambitious. Wasn’t ambition kind of pointless with a prison record? How far could a man reasonably go with an assault attached to his name? Even without a record, his hair trigger energy made people uneasy. On the nights he bartended at the Castle Gate, conversations were kept to a quieter pitch. Customers chose to sit at tables instead of in front of him at the bar. Every once in a while, a woman would be attracted to the very same energy that made others wary, but until Olive, Rory hadn’t realized how uncomfortable those women made him. They looked at him and saw a novelty. A one-time thrill.

No one had ever looked at him the way Olive did. No judgment. Only curiosity, awareness…and that complicated something between them that he didn’t have a name for. Like she wanted to explore him. Like she couldn’t help wanting to. Needing to.

What would it be like to have Olive look up at him with such trust and open admiration…and know he’d earned it? To be a good man for her?

Pointless thoughts. Rory traced some carvings on the concrete stairs with the toe of his sneakers. His initials, along with Andrew’s and Jamie’s. He could still remember the afternoon they’d used a stick to alter the wet cement. How their father had reacted when he got home that night from running the Castle Gate. Their mother had borne the brunt of his anger. She always had—and they’d been too young to do anything about it.

Back then, anyway.

As always, when Rory thought of that time, the nape of his neck turned hot, wire seeming to stretch his fingers, curl them into fists. When he’d gotten sentenced, his mother and father had still been living together in the house. Jamie had been a senior in college, on the brink of earning his degree in Education, Andrew was beginning to take over the family business and working constantly. That left eighteen-year-old Rory alone with his parents in the house. By then, he’d grown taller and broader than his father. It went unspoken that he would protect his mother and win.

Until the night on the beach when he’d given in to his anger.

Hard to protect anyone from inside of a cell.

The door of the house opened, saving Rory from his darkening thoughts. When both of his brothers emerged barefoot in sweatpants and hoodies, Rory ignored them, continuing to stare out at the horizon in stony silence.

Jamie sat on the bottom step. Andrew took the one beside him. No one said anything, except for the neighborhood, which spoke its own language of cars rumbling to life, seagulls calling to each other on the breeze, the Atlantic Ocean waking up in the distance.

Finally, Andrew broke the silence. “I’m sorry about what I said yesterday. About not being able to afford you. Especially after you’d just been through a rescue. A tough one.” He scratched at his morning beard. “I was just pissed off.”

Rory waved a dismissive hand, even though a shift took place in his chest. “It’s fine, man.”

“No, it’s not.” Andrew shifted on the step. “Look. This girl Olive is obviously important to you and she overheard—”

“I said it’s fine.” Hearing her name out loud cracked him straight down the middle, so it took him a few seconds to continue. “My brother bitching about me and saying I’m unpredictable wasn’t the deal breaker.”

Jamie turned to face them with a curious expression. “You told her about prison?”

His jaw clenched “Had to be done.”

“I assume you told her how it happened.” Jamie prompted. “Why it happened.”

“It doesn’t make a difference, Jamie.”

“Sorry, but fuck that. It makes a difference to me.”

A stone lodged itself in Rory’s throat. “I didn’t mean to imply it wasn’t important. Only that the outcome is the same, no matter what prompted me to almost kill a man.”

No one spoke for a moment, all of them probably recalling the day he’d been cuffed and thrown into the back of a police car. The guilty plea that followed, despite being advised otherwise by his court-appointed attorney. He’d done the crime, hadn’t he? So he’d pay for it.

“So was it a deal breaker?” Andrew asked, easing the building tension with a half-smile. “Because she came to your defense pretty hard in the Hut. If she’d had a bat handy, I’d be limping behind the bar tonight.”

Half of Rory wanted them to stop talking about Olive. The other half? Didn’t want to talk about anything but her. The latter half won by a landslide. “I’m not sure it broke the deal. I think I might have crushed it before she got the chance.”

Jamie’s sigh was long suffering. “I didn’t even get the opportunity to judge her.”

“You’d have loved her,” Rory said, pressing his thumbs into his eye sockets to try and stop the images of her walking away over and over again. “She almost got hit by a fucking bus because a book distracted her.”

“Which book?”

“I think I’ve seen you read it before. Something by Vonnegut.”

“How dare you mess this up for me,” Jamie deadpanned. “I kind of hate you.”

He laughed, but it lacked authenticity. “Join the club.”

The three of them watched as a group of joggers ran past down in the middle of the street, moving in the direction of the boardwalk. Not an unusual sight in Long Beach, but groups of joggers that size didn’t usually route themselves through a residential area—especially one on the lower end of the income spectrum.

“You ever seen them pass through this way before?”

“No,” Andrew responded with a head shake. “And I’m always up at this time working.”

Jamie and Rory traded an eye roll.

But when they eased back into silence, Rory couldn’t stop thinking about the joggers. They got up every morning, same as him. Odds are, most of them didn’t love their jobs. They were probably tired, needed vacations. But despite all of it, they woke up every morning and achieved a goal. They took different routes to reach it, changed, adapted to the terrain and worked toward something that satisfied them.

All right, so maybe the joggers weren’t the first to shake these new revelations loose. He’d spent a lot of time staring up at the ceiling last night. Thinking of Olive, yeah, but he’d also done a lot of wondering about himself. How long could he expect to continue in this same repetitive holding pattern of lifeguarding and bartending with nothing to show for it? He was already tired of it at twenty-four. He never reached a goal, like the joggers did.

Hell, like his brothers did. Little by little, Andrew improved the Castle Gate, turning it from a dive to a respected neighborhood staple. No longer the kid who’d one day inherit the landmark bar, he was now a legitimate businessman. Jamie would receive his teaching tenure soon. Sometimes Rory thought their middle brother fell back into their patented routine of lifeguarding and bartending every summer because it was a family custom. Really, though, with his intelligence and college degree, he could do anything.

That left Rory. He couldn’t do anything he wanted.

But maybe it was time to try something.

To set a goal and jog for it.

Rory cleared his throat. “I know it’s not the best time to ask, seeing as how I fucked up yesterday, but, uh…” Striving for casual even though his pulse was ticking his ears, Rory shrugged. “You’re stressed out, A. Between the bar and the beach, you’ve got at least sixty employees to juggle.” No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t make eye contact with Andrew, afraid he’d see wariness there. “I’ve been around long enough to know how to place liquor orders for the bar. Receive deliveries. Make sure the kitchen and bar are stocked. You can show me how to do payroll.” He swallowed. “Let me help.”

Rory stared out at the horizon and held his breath, waiting for a response. He could feel Jamie trading a silent look with their older brother, probably shocked out of their minds. That made three of them. As he waited for the verdict that suddenly seemed like the most important one of his life, thoughts of Olive crept in. Chances were slim to none that he’d ever be a college graduate. Or someone who read a ton of books. Odds were he’d never have a nine-to-five.

Still. He couldn’t help but wonder… If he changed his route and worked hard enough, could Olive be proud to be with a guy like him?

“Can you get to the bar early tonight?” Andrew asked, squinting one eye over at him. “Payroll is a little tricky, but it shouldn’t take you long to pick it up.”

“Yeah,” Rory said thickly, relief filtering in, warming him with something that resembled hope. “I can do that.”

Several heavy beats passed before Jamie put a hand over his heart and spoke. “Here we are, trapped in the amber of the moment—”

“Christ,” Rory muttered, coming to his feet and turning before Jamie could see his smile. “Shut up, Jamie.”

His middle brother stood, too. “Don’t interrupt me when I’m quoting Vonnegut.”

Jiya chose that moment to arrive at the bottom of the stoop, an apron dangling from her hand. “What did I miss?”

“Nothing,” all three brothers said at the same time.

It didn’t feel like nothing, though. It felt like the beginning of something.


Chapter Seven


Olive sat in the window of a coffee shop sipping an iced coffee and skipping around between her favorite scenes of Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, her go-to comfort read. Every person who passed by the glass storefront were jovial, relaxed. On their way to the beach. She wanted to follow in their wake and warm herself in the sunshine again, but she remained glued to the chair, shivering in the air conditioning. She reached the part in the book where the reader meets Zaphod Beeblebrox, a two-headed, three-armed former president of the Galaxy—and ship thief—dismayed when she didn’t experience her usual sense of solace.

She hadn’t been back to the beach in two weeks. Two weeks since she’d been pulled from the ocean, had a sexual awakening and been cast aside. All in a matter of hours. It was impressive, really, how many peaks and valleys she’d managed to cram into one afternoon. Maybe she should call Guinness and apply for world record status.

Olive grimaced into a sip of watered-down coffee. It wasn’t like her to be so negative, but she’d taken a lot longer to recover from Rory Prince than expected. As in, she hadn’t recovered. Hardly at all. Every time she left her apartment, she swore he would be waiting outside, that serious, this-is-a-bad-idea expression cemented on his gorgeous face. Walking through Long Beach, she always had the fresh sense she’d just missed seeing him. Which was crazy. She was crazy.

Her focus should be squarely on acing her summer class and beginning a sterling college career. And it had. She’d been more meticulous than usual when writing papers and studying for quizzes, mostly in the name of distraction. She only allowed herself to pine for Rory after she finished her homework, and she almost always stuck to that incentive/reward system.

Just kidding.

This cavernous feeling in her stomach refused to be filled, no matter how many food truck dinners she fed it. It would, though. It had to, because Rory obviously wasn’t coming back. Nor was he going to call the number she’d scrawled on the straw wrapper. Was it still in his locker?

For the millionth time in the last two weeks, she wondered if she’d walked away from Rory too soon. He’d just told her something serious. A majorly serious thing. That he’d been in prison for putting a man in a coma. A smart girl such as herself was well within the parameters of common sense to run away and never look back. Except for two things.

One, he’d practically tripped over himself to make sure Olive knew he was bad news. Would someone with a conscience do that? Or would they act selfishly, take what they wanted and let the other person suffer in due course?

And the second reason she should have checked herself before turning away?

The way he made her feel wasn’t going to come around again. At only eighteen years old, people might laugh at her for being so positive of that notion. Well, so be it. She absorbed a little more knowledge with every book she read. Olive had walked in a million sets of shoes, throughout dozens of unique genres, living through the heartache of others and combing through the world’s philosophies while hidden away on the second floor of her parents’ house. She’d only lived for eighteen years, but her soul held the weight of lifetimes. If she never saw Rory again, she would wonder what they could have been until she grew old. She just knew it. That’s why she’d shouted at him to come back the day they’d met. It’s why she couldn’t sleep anymore.

And God, wasn’t that terrifying? All of it. It was so scary, she didn’t think the air conditioner was responsible for making her shiver anymore.

Rory, this person she’d felt drawn to so entirely since laying eyes on him…had blown her off. Two weeks later, there was no denying that. The day they’d broken up—because a break-up is exactly how it had felt, even if they weren’t boyfriend and girlfriend—she’d compared Rory to her parents. It had been an emotional response and she’d regretted throwing it in his face.

Now, though? She wasn’t so sure she wanted Rory to show up again.

One afternoon at age fourteen, after finishing her schoolwork early, she’d gone out to see a movie. When it didn’t hold her interest, she’d left the theater early and come home to find her parents shooting a video with her siblings. They’d turned to find her in the hallway, guilt written all over their faces. Her brother and sister had been covered in finger paint, laughter frozen on their faces. They’d deliberately left her out of a filming session. And that had been the beginning of the family division; Olive on one side, everyone else on the other. She’d tiptoed through her own house so as not to disrupt their progress, chest panging over the distant sounds of giggling, the pride and encouragement in her parents’ voices. Sure, her mother and father had made an effort to engage her after the videos had been filmed, edited and uploaded to YouTube, but those conversations never stopped seeming forced.

If they’d left her out of the videos at a younger age, Olive probably would have been relieved. But by age fourteen, they’d been entertaining the masses for years and she’d already become known among people in town as that internet girl. They’d seen her sleeping, brushing her teeth, crying, getting haircuts and having her tonsils removed. To suddenly have that identity taken away after working so hard to live within it…was hard. Really hard.

It seemed as though abandonment came in more than one form. Rory dropping her like a bad habit wasn’t on par with her parents losing interest in her. But it left Olive with the same hollowness and uncertainty. She and Rory had only known each other for three days when he’d left her reeling. What would a relationship with him be like? Constantly waiting and worrying for the next time his conscience flared up? She should be grateful he’d ended it sooner rather than later.

Olive was rubbing at the ever-present tightness in her throat when her cell phone rang in her pocket. Just like every other time it had rung for the last two weeks, her heart shot up into her mouth. It wasn’t him, though. Thank God.

Right?

“Hey, Leanne,” she answered, twisting the straw of her drink. A line formed between her eyes when laughing male voices could be heard on the other end. “What’s up?”

“We’re going out tonight,” Leanne squealed back. “You know that sophomore in our Intro to Psych class? I ran into her while getting takeout tacos and she invited me to hang out—she has a place off campus—and all these freaking senior guys are here. Athletes, Olive.”

“What kind?”

“The athletic kind.”

Olive giggled into the back of her wrist. “Continue.”

“They invited us out tonight. We’re going out. To bars.”

“We are?”

“Yes. I’m playing the buddy system card.”

She’d only known Leanne since the first day of class, but they’d bonded over a love of Pavlov and made each other laugh. It had been a while since Olive had clicked with another girl who hadn’t known her as a YouTube personality first and Olive second. It was refreshing and comfortable and Olive didn’t want Leanne going out with near-strangers alone, whether they went to Stony Brook or not. Especially since they were both lacking in the adult party experience department. Just the idea of dressing up and making small talk exhausted her, though. Not to mention, going out with boys…just the idea of it made her feel unfaithful to Rory. Which was ridiculous. And stupid.

Nonetheless, Olive’s knee jiggled under the window bar as she tried to come up with an excuse to not go. She was disappointing herself, but so be it. Two weeks hadn’t been long enough to get the green-eyed lifeguard out of her head and—

A motorcycle rumbled to a stop at the light, across the street from the coffee shop. The rider’s fingers stretched on the handlebars in a way she recognized, along with the tense shoulders, the rangy build. No, it couldn’t be him. Could it?

He took off the helmet and shoved a hand through his hair, making some adjustment to the face shield before replacing the protective gear on his head.

Olive almost dropped the phone. It was him.

Without realizing it, she’d slid off her stool and hidden her body partially behind a pillar. The hair on her skin stood straight up, her pulse in a permanent spike. How dare he look even more gorgeous and masculine than she remembered? She’d never seen him on the bike before and something about the scene excited Olive despite her best efforts. Her palms started to sweat and she dragged her free one down the leg of her shorts, his voice drifting into her head from out of nowhere.

Been dreaming about those legs snapping together around my hips. Just like that.

What would it be like to ride behind him on that bike?

“Olive?”

Leanne’s prompt brought her back to the present. “Oh I’m, yeah. I’m here.”

As if he’d heard her voice, Rory’s head whipped in direction, but Olive drew back behind the pillar just in time, attempting to draw in a calming measure of oxygen through her nose.

“What is going on?” Leanne asked. “Are you okay?”

I don’t know.

But as the engine of Rory’s motorcycle revved, the purr moving farther and farther into the distance, Olive got good and irritated. Look at me. Hiding from a guy. Avoiding the beach. Crying at Allstate commercials. Rory Prince should be changing his routine to avoid her. She’d opened herself up to him and he’d rejected the offering. That didn’t mean she should mope around and forget why she moved to Long Beach. This was the summer she embraced new beginnings and prepared to start her college career. Leanne and her other classmates were living their lives and there was no reason she shouldn’t do the same.

“Leanne,” Olive said, her spine snapped straight. “What time are we going out tonight?”

*     *     *

Wow. Underage drinking wasn’t even a challenge. Were the police aware of this?

A senior lacrosse player named Zed passed Olive a foaming second beer in as many bars and she thanked him, saluting as he watched and taking a small sip. He put up his arms in exaggerated victory and she made herself laugh through the bitter taste.

Leanne nudged her in the ribs as Zed joined a rowdy conversation with the four other senior guys and girls along for the night. “He likes you.”

“Oh, yeah?” Olive assessed Zed, powerless to do anything but compare his Captain America good looks to Rory’s villainous ones—and annoyingly preferring the latter. “Cool. Want to share this beer with me?”

“That’s all you have to say?” Leanne rolled her eyes and took the beer, drinking deeply. “God, that’s gross.”

“I know. I wish he’d stop buying them for me.”

“Because you’re not interested in him? Or the beer?”

Both. Instead of voicing that opinion out loud, however, she forced herself to remember her resolve from earlier that day. She had to stop looking for Rory Prince around every corner and start enjoying herself. Zed was a decent sort, if a little boisterous. They’d started on one end of West Beech Street, grabbing food truck empanadas and piling into KJ’s Saloon. After that, they’d taken their beer buzz to the boardwalk, Olive and Leanne hanging back and watching the guys’ antics. Zed had started a bench hopping competition between the guys that had earned them exasperated looks from passersby. Olive could relate, finding Zed a tad on the immature side. Although, maybe she wasn’t in the best frame of mind for exploring new horizons and she should reserve judgment.

Leanne leaned in and tapped her arm. “You’re thinking about the guy from the milkshake shop, aren’t you?” Olive’s surprise turned Leanne’s features smug. “The guy who asked for your numbah.”

She started to deny the claim but gave in almost immediately. “How do you know? I purposely haven’t said a word about him.”

“Are you forgetting we’re psych majors? Not mentioning him was the dead giveaway.”

“Bravo.” Olive nodded, impressed. “You might as well skip right to graduation.”

Leanne considered. “But then I’d miss gross beer and dick jokes.”

“You’re not into these dudes, either, are you?”

“God no. And I had such high hopes.” She sighed. “Thanks a lot, Hollywood.”

They laughed so loud the group of seniors sent them suspicious looks. “Do we just leave? What is the protocol here?”

Two hands slapped down on their table. “Drink up, ladies. We’re heading to the next place.” Leanne handed Zed the beer and they watched as he made quick work of the remaining golden liquid, before plunking it onto the table. “Are you not entertained, freshman?”

Olive tried not to groan as they followed the noisy group from the bar. She and Leanne walked arm in arm on the boardwalk, pointing out places they wanted to try next time—preferably alone. The guys resumed their bench hopping competition and even though they were twice as drunk and ungainly this time, Olive decided she was having a good time. So two nerds hadn’t meshed well with some senior jocks. So what? It wasn’t exactly surprising.

Plus, the awkwardness of the night had allowed her to bond with Leanne. Having been homeschooled, Olive hadn’t grown up with a lot of close friends. Mostly just acquaintances from the neighborhood and church. Her mutual interests with Leanne made it easy to open up, though, and as they walked and Leanne shared details about her upbringing, Olive found herself doing the same, even confiding how YouTube had divided her family. Olive knew talking about it would help. Hello psychology. She just wondered when the memories would loosen their grip on the present. Tonight was about relaxing. A new start. So she set aside the past and tried to enjoy.

The wind blew in off the Atlantic and Olive closed her eyes as it rushed over her bare shoulders and legs, lifting the fall of blonde hair off her neck. A new calm encompassed her in a wave as they waded through a crowd of outdoor smokers into a new bar—and that’s where her calm shattered into a thousand pieces. Because there was Rory behind the bar, pulling a pint of beer from a white-handled tap. Just like earlier when she’d seen him through the coffee shop window, his head turned in her direction like she’d called his name.

They locked eyes and she sucked in a breath, no way to brace for the impact of having the man’s attention on her again. But it didn’t take any time at all for that attention to drift to Zed who’d thrown an arm around her shoulders to guide her through the crowd…


Chapter Eight


One second he’d been in the zone. The rhythm bartenders fall into on a busy night like tonight. Pour drink, take cash, ring it up, drop off the change, move on to the next customer. All while clearing empty glasses, getting them washed and ready to use again. Fast, fast, fast. No time to notice anything but the immediate mob of thirsty patrons crowding the bar. On top of his usual bartending routine, he noticed new things now.

Over the last couple of weeks, ordering supplies had been on Rory’s shoulders, so he noticed when the foam heads on his Sam Adams pours started to get smaller and made a notation to order another keg tomorrow from the supplier. The ice machine had started to hum louder, so he scheduled the repair man. He sent the staff on their breaks and took phone calls for larger groups that wanted reserved seating. Having more weight on his shoulders was nice. Not only did it seem to motivate him, increase his focus…these new things helped distract him from the utter fucking agony of not being with Olive Cunningham for fourteen days.

Nothing looked the same anymore. The world had changed now that he knew she lived inside of it, the knowledge of her existence carved into every cell of his being.

And so he felt Olive the moment she crossed the threshold of the Castle Gate. Felt a twist in his gut, causing his rhythm to hitch.

Jesus. Christ.

She looked incredible, all drowsy smiles and a silk tank top tucked into her white mini skirt. Her glasses sat perched on her nose, making her adorable on top of sexy. Every man repositioned themselves to watch her enter. As if that didn’t wreak immediate havoc on his sanity, some guy put an arm around her—and Rory saw fucking stars. Bright, blinding, sharp-cornered pings of torture in his direct vision, as if his brain was trying to block out the offensive sight in the name of self-preservation.

Beer coasted down over his knuckles and he dropped the glass onto the copper drain with a loud rattle that was immediately absorbed by the pumping music. People waved money in his face and shouted drink orders, but he couldn’t hear any of it. He could only watch in horror as some sweaty, Ralph Lauren polo shirt-wearing asshole leaned down and said something way too close to Olive’s face.

Rory growled, his right hand gripping the bar so tight, the wood grains made impressions on his palm. Was that her boyfriend? Did she have a boyfriend?

“Hey.” Jamie came up beside Rory and handed him a towel. “You all right?”

Olive’s face came into view again as she passed through the crowd and Rory made a choked sound, barely stopping himself from vaulting over the bar to drag her away from another man. He couldn’t even describe how she was looking at him? Half-indignant, half…apologetic? Rory didn’t like it. Was he just supposed to stand there and watch someone paw her? Jesus, he couldn’t do it. He’d lose his mind.

“That’s Olive, isn’t it?” Jamie muttered. “Fuck, man.”

“I have to go get her…” Rory muttered, lunging for the hatch that would let him out from behind the bar. Jamie blocked him, however, before he could reach it. Anyone else would have regretted that move, but Rory would rather lose his limbs than lay a finger on his middle brother, and Jamie knew it. “Get out of the way. He’s touching her.”

“Listen to me, Rory. She’s not your property.” Jamie laid his hands on Rory’s shoulders. “You’re not even dating her.”

Yet every second that passed was strangling him, making it harder and harder to breathe. “Olive…she’s…I’m not good enough for her,” he managed. “Neither is anyone else. Neither is that guy.”

“Not your call.”

“Move, Jamie.”

“Uh-uh.”

There was a shout from somewhere deep in the crowded bar. And Rory’s world started to move in slow motion. The customers closest to the bar turned to face the commotion and there was a break in the mass of bodies. The guy who’d had his arm around Olive was now facing off with a Castle Gate regular Rory recognized. Polo Shirt shoved the regular and shouted something Rory couldn’t hear over the music, but it made the regular shove him back. And then the fists started flying.

“Olive,” Rory breathed, rattling the shelves of bottles as he dodged Jamie, attempting to reach her before one of those fists came within two feet of her. Before he could lift the hatch, though, he could only watch in horror as Polo Shirt swung on the regular, got blocked and stumbled backwards, running into Olive hard and sending her stumbling. She went down, knocking her head on the side of a table as she went—and a bomb detonated inside Rory.

He was only vaguely aware that his angry bellow brought the bar—and the fight—to a standstill, because he could only see her. The way she grimaced and pressed a hand to her head. Hurt. She’s hurt.

This time, he didn’t bother using the fucking hatch. He launched himself over the bar, upsetting bottles and spilling drinks, red bleeding into the edges of his vision. People darted out of his way as he stalked toward the man who’d knocked Olive over. His fists were two rocks, shaking at his sides, lifting, ready to do some serious damage and God, it was going to feel so good. He might have cleaned this fucker’s clock just for walking in with Olive. For thinking he could breathe the same air as her. You made some mistakes tonight, asshole. Huge ones.

Rory didn’t know what made him glance down at Olive where she sat on the floor, being comforted by her friend, but her expression caused a pause in his stride.

Her eyes were wide, her hands curled up under her chin. She looked…scared.

What did she have to be scared about? He was here. He was going to take care of everything. Take care of the idiot who’d put her in a position where she could get hurt. Rory tried to tell her that without words, but she only shook her head, fear becoming more prominent on her beautiful, but paling, face.

Olive’s friend tried to block her view of Rory. And that’s when Rory realized Olive was scared…of him. She was scared of him.

His heart plummeted to his boots so rapidly, he wondered how he remained standing. The rage drained in one fell swoop and all that remained was denial. Shame. He’d felt that combination before but never with enough force to knock the wind out of his lungs.

“Sunbeam,” he mouthed, halting his progress in the direction of Polo Shirt. He forced his fists to unfold and held up both hands, approaching her slowly. “I’m sorry. I’m not going to do nothin’,” he rasped, forgetting to phrase his words the right way. “Look, baby.”

She sniffed hard and nodded.

Rory approached her slowly, swallowing a lump when her friend seemed reluctant to let him touch her. But Olive patted her friend’s hand, never breaking eye contact once as he crouched down and replaced the glasses that had been knocked off her face. Then he scooped her up and cradled her against his chest. Bliss cascaded downward from the top of his head, traveling to his feet as he carried Olive back through the silent crowd toward the bar. Andrew passed him with a shocked expression on the way, finally shaking himself and using his authority to toss out the would-be brawlers and restore order.

Christ, it felt so good to hold her. To have her close. His need to punish the ones who’d put her in harm’s way was almost squashed until he noticed the bleeding cut at her hairline. His footsteps faltered on the way into the back office. “Jamie,” he said thickly. “I need the first-aid kit.”

Rory barely registered his middle’s brother’s bewilderment before he and Olive were inside the dark office. After setting her carefully down on the edge of the desk, he used his elbow to flip on the light switch—and with Olive’s beauty illuminated, he could only stare, his tongue weighted and useless in his mouth.

“You’re so fucking pretty.”

She gasped and sat up straighter, her chin wobbling. “Oh…shut up.”

How many times could his heart hit the deck in one night? “Shut up?”

“That’s right. Don’t bring your romantic lines around here. I’m not buying them.”

“I’m not being romantic.” Rory stepped closer, every cell in his body buzzing louder with every inch he traveled in her proximity. “I’m telling you what I see.”

“Well, I haven’t seen you in two weeks.” She crossed her arms over her middle, but not before he saw her shudder. “I mean it, Rory. Don’t act like you missed me when you could stay away so easily. Actually, I-I kind of hate you right now.”

Feeling like he’d been sucker punched in the gut, he gripped the desk on either side of her thighs and leaned in as close as she would allow, smelling the air above her collarbone. “Easily?” He lifted his head and met her eyes. “You stayed late yesterday morning after class and missed your bus back to Long Beach. The one I follow to make sure it arrives safely?” He shook his head. “I was two seconds from heading into the Burnbaum building and finding you. You never stay late.”

Her expression slowly cleared of frustration, making way for disbelief. “You’ve been following me?”

“Only when you travel to Stony Brook,” he said, bringing their lips an inch apart, letting his thumbs graze the outside of her thighs. “I get nervous when you leave town.”

“I knew it. I felt you,” she whispered, eyelids fluttering. “Don’t you dare kiss me, Rory Prince. I’m really mad.”

There was nothing worse in the world than staying away from this girl, but having her pissed at him was a damn close second. In that moment, with the gravitational pull between them anchoring him more securely than the Earth’s…he was done keeping a protective distance. Standing in front of her, having her undivided attention, was healing unseen wounds all over his body, making him whole. He needed this. He needed her.

No more staying away. He’d been lucky to make it this long.

“That kid isn’t your boyfriend.” Rory’s breath came faster, his fingers twisting in the hem of her skirt, pure willpower stopping him from yanking her against his lap, the cock thickening behind his fly. Preparing to claim. “Is he, sunbeam?”

Olive’s eyes flashed, her breath shaky as she shook her head no. “I only met him tonight. There’s nothing there.”

Relief adhered to him like a second layer of skin. “Good girl.”

“Shut up.”

Jamie chose that moment to enter, carrying the blue tin first-aid kit. In Rory’s periphery, he saw his brother slow to a stop beside them, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the girl sitting atop the desk. How the fuck had he managed to keep his distance?

“Whoa.” Jamie laughed under his breath. “Are you going to introduce me?”

“Olive,” he managed. “This is my brother, Jamie.”

She put a hand on his chest to push him away, but he intercepted it and pressed his lips to the inside of her wrist instead, noting the way her pupils enlarged. Seemingly with an effort, she managed to turn her head in Jamie’s direction. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said, smiling. “I promise I don’t need whatever is in that box.”

Jamie nodded once. “Up to you, Olive. You might want to let us take a quick look, though, since it’s bleeding—”

“Oh!” Olive slid off the desk, bringing herself flush against Rory and he was forced to turn his pained face away, a moan barely subdued in his throat. “I left my friend Leanne out there. We’re buddy system partners. I need to go get her.”

Her obvious distress jolted Rory. “I’ll go grab her.” He lightly touched the cut on Olive’s forehead and winced. “Will you let Jamie bandage this? Please?”

After a moment, she nodded.

“You’ll be here when I get back, right?”

“Yes.”

Reluctant to leave her for a second in case she disappeared, Rory kept his gaze on her as long as possible while backing out of the office. Upon reentering the bar, he saw that the summer night energy had mostly returned to normal, pitchers being hoisted, couples making out near the neon internet jukebox, cigarette smoke drifting in from outside. Andrew was swamped behind the bar, but he waved Rory off in the universal sign for fuck off, I’ll manage. It didn’t take Rory much time at all to find Leanne where she leaned on the wall near the exit, looking worried.

“You can’t just carry girls off like that,” was how she greeted him. “Who told you that was normal?”

Rory scratched the side of his chin and bit back a smile. “Sorry about that. I wasn’t aware the buddy system was in effect.”

She huffed a breath. “Is she okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m going to make sure she’s okay.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “You want to come see for yourself?”

“No…” For the first time, Rory noticed the white smartphone she juggled from hand to hand. “She just texted me to ask if we can stay a while. But I’m going to get an Uber home. Already called one.”

“Olive wants to stay, does she?” There was no stopping the kick of pleasure and anticipation from filling his belly. Need to get back to her. Need to touch her. He pushed open the exit with his left hand, gesturing for Leanne to precede him. “Come on, I’ll walk you.”

“Fine.” Leanne groused. “I’ll be the thing that earns your brownie points.”

They walked side by side out of the bar and down the ramp of the boardwalk where Leanne’s Uber was waiting. Rory made a quick mental note of the license plate, waved goodnight and turned back toward the bar, already craving the scent of Olive again. But Leanne’s voice drew him up short, forcing him to look back over her shoulder.

“Why didn’t you hit that guy?”

The image of Olive shrinking away from him on the bar floor hit him hard. “I was scaring her. I never want to scare her.”

Leanne opened the rear door of the car. “Fighting is only one of the ways you could do that,” she said tonelessly. “I hope you’re paying attention.”

Rory spent the walk back to the Castle Gate trying to decipher what Leanne meant, but as soon as he walked through the entrance and the promise of Olive’s presence beckoned, it fled to the back of his mind. Later. He’d definitely figure it out later.


Chapter Nine


While Olive tried not to stare at the door and wait for Rory to return with Leanne, she remained still and let Jamie swab some Neosporin onto her cut and place a small Band-Aid over the abrasion. He never touched her skin directly, and Olive got the feeling he made the effort out of respect for Rory. Right or wrong, he was possessive of her, even though he’d cut and run weeks ago. Then again…in truth, he hadn’t completely bailed, had he?

Thank God her tingling flesh wasn’t visible because she couldn’t seem to make it stop. She should be righteously pissed that Rory had followed her bus to Stony Brook, but no matter how deep she dug down, trying to find her indignation, she couldn’t locate it. Yes, that kind of behavior was unusual and…intrusive. But if Olive acknowledged the truth? Rory could have had her any time he wanted. Any time he chose to step out of the shadows, she would have become starved for his body heat, same as she’d done tonight in exactly three point eight seconds. He’d truly followed her to class because he was worried. After all, she’d almost walked in front of a bus, come close to drowning…and tonight she’d solidified her standing as World’s Most Accident-Prone Individual. It wasn’t a stretch for Rory to worry, was it?

One thing Olive knew for sure. Knowing Rory had been caring for her from a distance shouldn’t be turning her on so much. Even now, when he wasn’t in the room, she had to concentrate to keep her breathing even. The way he’d carried her into the office, the way he’d looked at her, like all he needed was one word of encouragement and she’d be his next meal.

I should probably stop thinking filthy thoughts with his brother literally two feet away.

Olive watched as Jamie swept the Band-Aid wrappers into his palm and tossed them into the trash. There was no denying she was curious about Rory. She’d had weak moments over the last fourteen days where she’d tried to find him on social media and failed miserably. In the world of Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat and Twitter, he didn’t even exist. She had a few minutes alone with Rory’s brother now. Would it be so bad to satisfy some of her curiosity while she had the chance?

“What’s on your mind?” Jamie asked, before she could say a word. He lifted his head and gave her a half-smile, before posting up against the far wall. Until he struck a casual pose and crossed his arms, Olive hadn’t seen a resemblance. But there it was. That head-tilting smirk Rory had employed on more than one occasion. Same green eyes, too, although Jamie’s held more of a knowing twinkle, as opposed to the raw intensity of Rory’s. All three of the Prince brothers were unique, yet each of them was insanely attractive. It really wasn’t even fair.

Again, Jamie spoke before she got the chance. “He’s probably on the way back. Get those questions in while you can.”

Olive narrowed her eyes at Jamie, taking his measure. He did the same to her. Should she give him the satisfaction? Oh right, like she could help it.

But first. To lull him into a false sense of security. “Do you guys own this place?”

“Rory didn’t tell you?” She shook her head. “Yeah. The three of us own the Castle Gate.” Something flickered in his expression. “Took it over from my father about four years back.”

She absorbed that. “And the fight that sent Rory to prison…what was it about?”

“Sorry, can’t answer that one.” He winked. “Has to be his choice. Nice try, though.”

“Damn.”

Jamie’s mouth twitched, but his eyes were serious. “Believe me, I’d love to tell you, because it would help you understand him better.”

“Tell me something else that will help me understand him.”

He inclined his head. “He’s been helping manage the bar for the last two weeks. Running payroll, scheduling deliveries, stocking the bar, even dabbling in online advertising. Took over for Andrew so he could focus on the beach.” His expression was one of pure pride. “He’s good at it, too.”

Two weeks, exactly? The change couldn’t have something to do with her, could it?

Jamie pointed at the office door. “I’ve never seen my brother back away from a fight like that. I didn’t think he was physically capable of it.” He raised an eyebrow. “What have you done to him?”

“I haven’t been around to do anything. He made sure I wouldn’t.” She picked a piece of lint off her skirt. “I didn’t even know he worked here. We’re only talking right now out of pure coincidence.”

“Are we?” Jamie pushed off the wall. “You guys have ended up in the same place quite a few times. Maybe it’s less coincidence and more the universe trying to tell you something. And that’s hard for a pragmatic economics teacher to admit.”

“If it’s the universe talking…I wasn’t afraid to listen to it the first time.” She swallowed. “But I am now. I am now that he’s left before. Now that I know how it feels to watch him go.”

Jamie paused near the door, a line forming between his brows. “Trust me when I say that wasn’t easy for him to do,” he said. “And I don’t think he’ll be able to do it again.”

“Yeah, exactly.” She gave him a half-smile. “You don’t think so.”

The door chose that moment to burst open, narrowly missing Jamie and careening off the office wall. Instead of Rory, in burst a giant man in a muscle T-shirt with a naked woman tattooed on his forearm. “What happened? Someone told me there was a fight.” He deflated when he saw Jamie, doubling over and propping his hands on his knees. “Oh shit, man, when I didn’t see you behind the bar I thought you’d gotten caught up in the fight.” He straightened with a too-loud laugh. “So, uh. Okay. Never mind. All’s well that ends well. And you’re…I mean, you seem well, Jamie Prince.” He scrubbed at the back of his neck. “Are you?”

“Yes.” Jamie pinched the bridge of his nose. “Go back to work, Marcus.”

“Yup. Soon as you do.” He crossed his beefy arms, the poster boy for refusing to budge. “Who’s the girl? Did you change your mind about liking dudes?”

Jamie clasped his hands together. “Why yes, it’s just something that happens on a whim.”

Marcus squinted one eye. “Wait. Really?”

“No.” Jamie shoved at the man’s shoulder. “Move it, dumbass. Andrew is probably ready to kill me for leaving him in the weeds this long—and before you ask—no, my brother isn’t really ready to kill me. It’s just an expression.”

A beat passed. “You called me a dumbass.”

Rory’s brother sighed as they both passed through the doorframe. “I’m sorry, Marcus. I didn’t mean it.”

“Okay.”

Olive was still trying to absorb both her conversation with Jamie, followed by the oddly endearing dynamic between him and Marcus, when Rory returned. And yeah, wow. Wow, her thighs just kind of melted into the desk and the oxygen in the room turned as thick as soup. Just like that. Olive wanted to maintain her anger at him, but she couldn’t. Not when he looked so relieved to find her still there. “Where is Leanne?”

“Put her in an Uber. She’s good.” He reached out and caught her hand, massaging her palm with his thumb. An action Olive swore she could feel right between her legs. “Will you come out with me, sunbeam?” Rory murmured into her wrist, letting his tongue snake out and brand her skin. “There’s a place down the street where everyone I know won’t be watching us.”

Should she do this? Open herself up for more potential disappointment and pain?

When she might have said no and let self-preservation win the day, a little reminder piped up in the back of her mind. That damning certainty that she could walk from one end of the earth to the other and no one might make her feel like Rory ever again. This time, though… she needed to keep her guard up.

“Olive?”

She took a bracing breath. “Okay, Rory. For a little while.”

*     *     *

Olive hadn’t found any of the bars that night particularly inspiring. Inside they all seemed to look pretty much the same. Flat-screen televisions in every corner, loud conversation, louder music, the same glowing row of jewel tone liquor bottles on the shelves. Since she’d only been inside the Castle Gate for all of two minutes before Zed picked a fight with a stranger who’d stepped on his foot, she wasn’t afforded much of an opportunity to look around. As Rory led her through the crowd and out the door, however, she couldn’t deny something set it apart.

The memorabilia on the walls was from another time. Sawdust decorated the floor and the aroma of it, mixed with spilled beer, made her think of some spirited, medieval gathering. There were televisions, but they weren’t blaring—and one of them actually appeared to be showing classic game show reruns. A traditional Irish song ended and Radiohead began and no one seemed to notice the contrast. Olive did, though. Felt the bass and moodiness of it seep into her veins as they walked out into the cooling night.

A hunger she’d only experienced for this man thrummed in all of her erogenous zones and the nearby ocean sounds tickled her with romance. Lust and romance. That combination would make it especially difficult to keep up her guard. Rory pulled her into the warmth of his body, gently kissing the bandage on her head. “Poor sunbeam.”

Ah geez. Safe to say she was in trouble.

“Where are we going?”

He glanced down at Olive, seeming to choose his words. “You were drinking tonight.”

She made a sound of agreement. “A little.”

“Did you enjoy it?”

“Kind of. I don’t feel like I’ve found my alcohol soul mate yet, though.” She made a face. “It’s definitely not beer.”

“You’d like a white Russian. It tastes like a milkshake.”

“Are you taking me to get one?”

“No, underage drinker. I’m not.” He tickled her ribs and she half laughed, half gasped at the contact. “I’m not drinking, either. I rode my bike here tonight.” His fingertips brushed up the side of her arm, then stroked back down. “Normally that wouldn’t keep me from having a beer, but not tonight. Not when I’m driving you home.”

Her stomach flipped. “I get to ride on it?”

Rory pulled her to a stop at the boardwalk railing and they faced each other, slow, sticky heat meandering down her breasts and belly. They gravitated closer as if unable to help it and Olive’s head tipped back until the ends of her hair tickled her shoulder blades. He wanted to kiss her, she could see it. Her mouth softened at a moment’s notice, but the kiss never came, despite their obvious need of it.

“Does the idea of riding on my bike make you nervous?”

With anyone else? Absolutely. With this man? She couldn’t imagine a scenario where he’d allow a hair on her head to be harmed. “No. I’m not nervous.” Still not ready to let him off the hook for the last two weeks, she tried to pull off a casual shrug. “I saw you on the bike today. At a stoplight. You seemed to handle it proficiently, I guess.”

He reared back a touch. “You saw me. Where?”

“Outside that coffee shop on East Park Avenue.” She rolled her lips inward to wet them. “I was on the fence about whether to come out tonight, but when I saw you just going about your business, I said yes. I was finished waiting for a call that would never come.” She shook her head. “Why am I telling you this?”

“Because you want to torture me,” he rasped. True to his words, his expression was pained as he pressed his lips to her forehead, brushing a kiss there. “I’m sorry.”

Olive hummed, digging her fingernails into her palms to keep from tracing every inch of his body with her hands. Tugging him closer and anchoring herself with his heat, like she yearned to do.

“The kids you were with tonight…” He caught her hair where it flew around in the wind, holding it in a light fist. “You go to school with those guys?”

“Stop calling them kids. Most of them are older than me.”

A single eyebrow went up. “Want to know what I’d prefer to call them?”

“No,” she said quickly, battling a smile. “Yes, we go to school together—and once again for the cheap seats, you don’t have the right to be jealous.”

His eyelids fell to half-mast. “Oh no?”

“Nope.”

Rory’s mouth dropped to hers without warning, pushing, his upper lip curling against hers. Their breath collided and hastened, his fingers slipping into her hair and gripping. “It’s not like this with anyone else. For either of us. Is it?”

Olive shook her head once, quickly, in a hurry to get back to their almost kiss. “No.”

“I want the right to be jealous, Olive. I’m working on it. While I get there, let’s not pretend this thing between us follows the usual rules. It doesn’t.” He kissed her hard. No tongue. Just an unrelenting suction of lips desperate for contact from which he pulled back way too soon, his breathing labored. “I don’t notice girls anymore. Not for weeks. There’s only one.”

“Good,” she heard herself say, the word emerging from some deep, earthy part of her.

“Exactly. Good. That’s what you want, whether or not it’s supposed to be too soon.”

Kiss me. Kiss me. Kiss me. “Yes.”

“Because there are no fucking rules for us. So I’m going to wake up in a cold sweat tonight thinking of that kid’s arm around you.”

“His name is Zed and I couldn’t stand him.”

Rory puffed a laugh and rolled their foreheads together. “Good girl.”

They stayed that way for long moments, swaying side to side, their mouths hovering so close she could taste the mint on his breath. His thumbs massaged her scalp. It was exactly where she wanted to be, even though every second with Rory seemed to hold a fine edge of uncertainty. He was so unpredictable. Every action, every word, his thoughts. She couldn’t even predict herself around him. Yet at the same time, she wouldn’t budge from that spot on the boardwalk if a meteor was hurtling toward earth.

“Even though I couldn’t stand him, I’m glad you didn’t fight tonight,” she whispered. “I’m proud of you for stopping.”

Rory melted into her, pushing his face into the crook of her neck. Inhaling. “Yeah?”

“Uh huh.”

“Turns out the one thing worse than watching you fall down is seeing you scared of me. Really scared. Like you didn’t know me.”

“I wasn’t scared of you, Rory. I was scared for you.”

He lifted his head, searching her face with a questioning expression.

Olive gave in to her impulses, sliding her hands up beneath his T-shirt and resting them on his chest, thrilling at the way his heart kicked into an erratic rhythm under her palms. “When you told me about the man you put in the hospital, you were so sad. I don’t think you like fighting. I was scared tonight of you doing something else you’d regret.” Her fingernails moved in a light circle over his heart. “You got it backwards. I was looking at you like I knew you.”

Rory stared down at her. “If you keep looking at me just like this, I’ll never use my fists again.” Finally, he rode his open mouth over hers, letting their tongues flick together, dance away and stroke back, the kiss deepening on a mutual groan. Olive’s back was pressed to the boardwalk rail, Rory’s right arm sliding between the barrier and her hips, urging her up and into the cradle of his body. When her tummy met the stiffness behind the fly of his jeans, she broke the kiss on a gasp, her head falling back and allowing Rory to raze the curve of her neck with his teeth, his forearm yanking her up on her toes. Closer, close as humanly possible.

“Rory.”

His mouth traveled lower and Olive felt damp heat through the thin silk of her tank top, right over her nipple. Felt his lips close around the bud, a male groan vibrating her head to toe. His hair was a mess by the time their mouths were level again, his eyes glazed. “Yeah, baby?”

Olive gathered her courage and reached for the thing she needed more than oxygen in that moment. Him. Them. Alone. “Do you have the ingredients at your house to make me a white Russian?”

A small fraction of the lust displayed on his face was replaced by hesitancy—and Olive’s stomach twisted at the proof that he was still not a hundred percent into this. Them. Still thought she was too young, he was too wrong. Too bad. That his past had caused too much damage. Whatever the reason, her guard was already shooting back into place to prevent the inevitable hurt—

“Yeah. I’ve got the ingredients to make a minor a drink.” With a dry half-smile, he twined their fingers together and tugged her toward the boardwalk steps, which led to the sidewalk and the town beyond. “Come on, sunbeam. Let’s go break the law.”


Chapter Ten


Rory inhaled deeply and held his breath, just so Olive’s fingertips would bite into his chest. Fuck, it felt amazing. Her thighs were wrapped around his hips and the purr of his bike’s engine caused just enough friction to poke holes in his self-control. Thank God, too. Lust was distracting him from the possibility of getting in an accident. They were only riding fifteen blocks and he’d given her his helmet. At nearly one in the morning, the avenues were quiet. He’d never been in so much as a scrape on his bike. And yet, there was a fine layer of sweat on his skin over having the responsibility of Olive holding on to him for her safety, his eyes straining while searching for potholes or jaywalkers on the road ahead.

Was he actually bringing Olive home?

Forget the fact that the Prince bachelor pad needed a serious facelift and Olive was probably used to much finer surroundings. He was more worried about what happened when they arrived. Would she stay the night?

Rory’s molars ground together as blood rushed below his belt. Jesus, he hadn’t forgotten over the last two weeks what it was like to kiss Olive, but he must have suppressed the full experience of it so he wouldn’t lose his mind while staying away from her. When her mouth opened beneath his, the rush was potent enough to clear his mind of anything but getting more. Absorbing the texture of her mouth, the flesh under his hands. His sole purpose became giving and taking and giving and taking until normal functions like breathing became an afterthought. She was breathing.

A large part of Rory still warned him to stay away from Olive. She was the kind of girl a man worked a lifetime to keep. He’d only been busting his ass for two weeks. That was nothing. He’d done nothing to deserve the trusting hands molded to his chest. The stigma of his past choices would always follow him around and, in turn, Olive, if they stayed together.

If they stayed together?

Rory laughed silently and without humor. He hadn’t really let her go in the first place, had he? Following her to class, riding past her building on the off chance he’d catch a glimpse. Now they’d found their way back into one another’s lives and she would probably spend the night in his bed. They were together. There was no going back.

Not for him.

He would die before putting that kind of pressure on her, though. This intelligent girl with the fucking world at her disposal, as it should be.

So Rory made a deal with himself. One that made his throat tighten and fear of the unknown take root. He’d allow himself to have Olive. He’d give her everything he knew how. If she decided someday that it wasn’t enough, he’d force himself to accept it.

Rory was still having a hard time swallowing as they pulled up in front of the house. He climbed off the bike, unhooking the helmet strap carefully from beneath her chin, his fingers unusually clumsy because he couldn’t concentrate around that smile.

“That was…”

“What?”

“Addictive,” she breathed, running her hands over the body of his bike. “I want one.”

“No.”

“Excuse me?”

Rory wrapped his hands around Olive’s waist and plucked her off the bike. “Do we need reminding about the walking in front of a bus incident? How about your near-drowning experience?” He took her hand and led her up the stoop to his front door, which he unlocked with a quick twist of the keys. “Now you’ve got a gash on your head. My heart can’t take it, sunbeam. Don’t do me like this.”

“Sorry. I’m duty bound as a woman to get a motorcycle now because a man told me no.” She gave him a pitying look. “I already decided on a red one.”

“Olive,” he growled, picking her up as they entered the kitchen. She squealed and twisted in his arms, leaving their bodies melded together and her feet off the ground. He opened his mouth to tell her once again, in no uncertain terms, he’d watch her ride a motorcycle over his dead body. Instead, he said, “Why don’t I teach you how to ride mine and we’ll see how it goes?

Her smile sent his heart up into his mouth. “You’ll really teach me?”

“Yeah.” God, he had it so fucking bad. “You’re already going to be the death of me. Just make sure you’re not the death of you, too.”

There they were again, their bodies straining to get closer, their mouths poised in that just about to kiss position, chests beginning to heave. Rory’s dick was in full protest mode, making its argument for instant gratification with a torturous throb. He could kiss her now, but he wouldn’t be able to stop…and God help him, he actually wanted to take it slow. Take it slow. Rory wasn’t sure he’d ever played that phrase in his head before, let alone spoken it aloud.

So be it. He’d just come home to an empty house with the girl who ruled his every waking thought. They were surrounded in quiet and all time restraints had faded away, making them two people coming home from a long day. Kind of like playing house, except his intentions were far more adult in nature. Simply put, he wanted the experience of witnessing Olive in his kitchen, in his staircase. Wanted to hear her footsteps on the floorboards.

Reluctantly, he eased Olive to her feet with a kiss to the forehead. “Want me to show you around?”

“Sure,” she murmured, visibly shaking herself. “Yes.”

He laced their fingers together, unable to stop himself from kissing her knuckles, brushing them with his thumb. “There’s a front door, but we never use it. We just come in through the kitchen.”

“What is that?” She pointed at the big, dented steel container sitting on the counter beside the stove.

“Those are Jiya’s spices.” He led her over to the metal drum and popped off the lid, revealing the compartments within. “These are kind of the staple Indian spices. Black mustard seeds, dried chili pepper, hardar—that’s turmeric powder—and a cumin coriander mixture.” He smiled. “If it weren’t for her, we’d probably eat nothing but takeout. She makes us help, though, so we’re getting better. I can make khichdi now without looking at the recipe.”

She leaned in and sniffed the spices. “I don’t think I’ve ever had it.”

“I’ll be your first.”

Olive’s eyes shot to his, drifting low to his mouth. Pink climbed her neck and Rory barely resisted following that color change with his tongue. “Um, speaking of firsts…” Olive said huskily. “I believe I’m owed a white Russian.”

Rory sighed through a smile. “I was hoping you’d forget.”

She leaned a hip against the counter. “You’re really in a moral quandary over giving me one alcoholic beverage?”

“Yeah.” After dragging a hand through his hair, he reached into the cabinet above the stove and took out their resident bottle of Absolut vodka. “I really am.”

“I’m in college. It’s the designated time for drunken revelry.”

Rory took a clean glass out of the dishwasher and filled it with ice from the fridge. He measured out vodka, Kahlua and milk, then dumped all the contents into a martini shaker, watching her through narrowed eyes as he mixed and cooled the ingredients. “I made it light.”

She kept her attention on his face as he transferred the icy, light brown concoction back into the glass. “You know,” she started. “If we’re going to…”

“What?”

The pink climbed from her neck to her cheeks, making her skin flushed and even more sexy than usual. “Well, if I’m d-dating someone who works at a bar, I’ll probably have a drink once in a while, right?”

His cock grew uncomfortably heavy over the word dating. I’m going to take this girl on dates. Bring her home afterward. Have her all to myself. Was this even reality? “Yeah, you probably will,” he said, his voice low. After a moment’s hesitation, he slid her the drink across the counter. “Sometimes I equate alcohol with bad decisions. My own, especially. But you helped me make a good one tonight and…I just want to do the same for you. As often as I can.”

Her gray eyes were inquisitive, always reading between the lines. “You’ve probably seen a lot of people make bad decisions in the bar.” A beat passed wherein he said nothing. “What about at home?”

Rory tried to clear the sudden clutter in his throat. “My dad drank some,” he said, turning away to put the bottles back in their places. “A lot, actually.”

“Where is he now?”

“We don’t know,” Rory answered, still unable to look at her. “My mother is in Bayside, though. Living with her sister back in Queens where she grew up,” he said, trading one uncomfortable subject for another. He couldn’t seem to keep himself from telling Olive the shit in his head, though. Not when she projected total understanding and a lack of judgment that made him forget things like secrets and uncomfortable truths. “Her birthday is next week, actually.”

Olive studied him. “Are you going?”

Rory shook his head. “I never go. I…can’t.” Finished with his task of putting away the bottles and closing the cabinets, he stuck his hands on his hips. Breathed in and out. “I haven’t gone to see her since everything happened. Since I went away when I was eighteen. So I’ve missed more than a couple.”

“That’s a long time.” She slipped her hand around the cocktail but made no move to pick it up. “Why do you stay away?”

As always, when he thought of his mother, he remembered the look on her face in the courtroom the day he was sentenced. She’d raised three boys and lived with an abusive husband, so she’d known disappointment well. Still, he’d never seen it line her face more deeply than it had that day. “Jamie and Andrew weren’t living in the house when it happened. I was the only one left here with my parents. I could run interference with my father. Make sure I was home when he was drinking and feeling mean. He’d stopped putting his hands on her by then or he knew what would happen.” Rory rubbed at the ache in his sternum, but the friction only made it worse. “There was nothing to stop him once I was put away, Olive. I can’t believe I left her alone with him. If I’d been there, I would have saved her.”

“Rory,” she whispered, her face pained. “I’m so sorry for your mother. No one should have to live in fear like that. But you can’t punish yourself for something that happened so long ago. Even if you hadn’t gone away, you couldn’t have stayed here forever. I don’t know your mother, but I’m sure she wouldn’t have wanted to put the responsibility of protecting her on you. Not indefinitely. It wouldn’t have been fair.” Olive kept coming toward him until she laid her head on his chest, wrapping her arms around his waist. “You’ve been feeling guilty enough to stay away for six years. If you ever tell me again you’re a bad guy, I’m going to…to…”

Rory tried to be quiet about letting go of the breath he’d been holding. “What, sunbeam?”

“Pout. I’ll pout.”

Jesus. Rory had never felt lighter in his life. He’d just told this girl the ugly truth about his family and how he’d been carrying the responsibility for his mother’s pain…and she seemed to have found something beautiful in the midst of so much ugly. She hadn’t even taken the time to think about whether or not he was to blame, simply declaring he wasn’t. God, how tempting it was to believe her, but he’d been packed to the gills with regret and guilt for so long, he could only let a small degree of it go. “How will you pout? Show me.”

She tilted her head back so Rory could see her duck lips and thunderous frown. “How is this? Are you scared?”

“Ah, baby. I’m terrified.”

Olive smiled and planted a kiss over his heart. The gesture started casual, but they made eye contact while her lips were still pressed to the spot and the atmosphere changed. There was an awareness on Olive’s face that said she heard the wild rapping of that organ against his rib cage. Both of their breathing changed and in an instant, the closeness of their bodies was no longer meant to comfort.

“I’ll go to the birthday party with you,” Olive murmured, shifting her sweet curves against him. “If you want.”

A knot formed in his throat. “You would do that for me?”

She nodded. “Promise.”

Trying to disguise how much that offer humbled him, Rory swallowed hard, reaching over to pick up the drink he’d made and holding it to her lips. “Take a sip. I’m not going to inflict my hang-ups on you. Ever. Understand?” When Olive nodded and did as she was told, watching him silently over the rim of the glass, he was jealous over the cool liquid that met and slid across her tongue, down her throat. Fuck, just watching her take the sip made his balls feel twice their usual weight. If he didn’t kiss her soon, he was going to go mad. She licked her lips after she’d taken her fill, and Rory cinched his hips forward, just enough to inform her of the effect she had. Constantly. Her lids fluttered, her pupils blocking out some of the gray of her irises, and she murmured his name like a prayer.

Rory set the glass down and plowed his hands into her hair, holding fast as he walked her backward toward the staircase. The one that led to his bedroom. Even as a voice in the back of his head reminded him he wasn’t good enough to be Olive’s first time, the gravitational pull between them wasn’t giving him a choice. He needed her. He needed her. But his conscience forced him to offer one more out. One more, before he lost sight of the right thing to do.

“I can bring you home,” he rasped, grazing their lips together. “Just say the word.”

Olive’s breath caught as she scrutinized him, the importance of what could happen once they got upstairs written in her eyes. Probably his, too. “I’m staying.”


Chapter Eleven


Olive was ready to get naked before they reached the top of the stairs.

Pretty intrepid for a girl who’d only gone as far as kissing with a member of the opposite sex—and some on-top-of-the-clothes groping once at church camp, but it had been so unskilled and awkward, she’d stricken it from the record. Rory would not be unskilled. One need only to examine the facts to arrive at such a conclusion.

Oh God, did she mentally monologue in essay format when she was turned on? Whatever. It was helping keep her focused. And she wanted to remember every single moment of tonight. So. Facts.

He wasn’t rushed. Hadn’t even kissed her yet, merely walking her into the dark bedroom and breathing against her lips. Breathing, rubbing their mouths together, humming. Stroking her hair and every so often reminding her of the raised flesh behind his fly. This wasn’t a young, inexperienced guy with his orgasm on a hair trigger. He was seducing her even though there was no need. She’d been seduced the morning they’d shared milkshakes.

Rory ran his thumbs in hook patterns behind her ears, massaging the spots she didn’t even know were sensitive. What else did he know about her body she didn’t? When she woke up tomorrow morning, what secrets would she have learned? Excitement raced up and down her arms like spiky pinwheels, clashing with nerves to leave her trembling, breathless.

He made her breathless. This man who carried so much weight on his shoulders. She wanted to take it away from him, distract him from it for as long as possible. Remembering his tortured expression back in the kitchen, the sharp ache in her chest flared to life again. He’d been through so much—and while she still didn’t know the extent of it, she knew a man who lamented letting down his mother to such a degree was good at his core. And Olive could feel the truth of his goodness with every treasuring caress of her skin, every awed glance he sent in her direction. She was going to give herself to this man, wholeheartedly, because staying away was impossible. Painful, even.

Please, please don’t let me regret it.

Don’t let me find out again what it’s like to see him go.

Wanting to forget her remaining reservations about the future, Olive wet her lips, her voice emerging in a smoky croak. “Um, so. Are you planning on kissing me soon?”

He made a low sound in his throat, just as the back of her legs met the edge of the mattress. “Not yet, baby.”

“Oh.” The husky way he said baby caused moisture to gather between her thighs, making the thin material of her panties cling. “Why?”

Rory pressed their foreheads together. “You get so hot when we kiss. Trying to climb me and letting out those sexy, little whimper sounds.” He unwound his fingers from her hair, dropping them to her hips and squeezing. “I’m already hard as a fucking rock for you, Olive. Going slow is probably going to kill me, but my mind is set. I’m giving you the best I’ve got.”

The threads of yearning and determination in his tone made her nod jerkily. Made her understand. Rory needed to make tonight special, just as much as she needed it to be. Just this once, she needed to trust that someone else’s experience trumped her always-at-the-ready logic, the belief she knew what was best for herself. Just for tonight, she would trust Rory to know and give her exactly what she needed.

“On the bed,” he whispered in her ear. “Want to hold you for a while.”

Olive almost sobbed at being denied more kissing, but remembering her resolve to let Rory guide them, she sat down on the bed and scooted toward the headboard. Though the interior of the room was dark, the moonlight coming in through the single window allowed her to watch Rory render himself shirtless and prowl toward her like a sleek, tattooed animal on the mattress. When she swore he was going to climb on top of her—and prayed he would—he carefully removed her glasses and set them on his nightstand. Then he dropped down beside Olive, turned her body and spooned her from behind.

His heavy forearm draped over her hip, and after a slight hesitation, he drew her back and pressed her backside tighttighttight to his lap, releasing a long groan into her ear. “This ass of yours is ruining my life, baby, you know that? So high and sweet it hurts.” His tongue dragged down the slope of her neck, his teeth razing her shoulder. “Every part of you. Every part is so beautiful, I can’t think straight. Can’t decide what to appreciate first. Do I want to wrap your thighs around my head? Or just get those incredible eyes on me and fucking live there, because I should be grateful you’re looking at me in the first place? It’s a goddamn struggle, sunbeam. You don’t even know.”

The pressure Rory always created in her chest multiplied in strength now, pushing outward, robbing her of oxygen. Needing to get as close as humanly possible, she curled her foot around his calf, tucked her head back into the notch of his throat. “It’s the same for me. I want to do anything for you,” she rambled, her eyes closed. “I want to do anything with you. Maybe it was too soon? I-I don’t know, but it hurt so bad when you went away.”

“I’m sorry,” he grated into Olive’s hair, yanking her closer, ever closer, dislodging her foot when he slung a muscular thigh over both of hers. “God, I’m so fucking sorry.”

She shook off the niggling fear of it happening again and changed the subject, refusing to dwell there when they were finally together like this. “Touch me, Rory. Please?”

What happened next was the most erotic moment of her life. Which was saying something considering this man had performed oral on her in a public shower. Rory’s fingertips slid slowly, slowly down her hip, moving beneath the high hem of her skirt. His breathing turned shallow at the back of her neck as he drew up the garment, inch by inch. Air kissed the flesh of Olive’s bare backside and she dug her fingers into the flannel bedcovers, feeling his hot perusal of what he’d displayed. A blunt digit tucked under the thin strip of her thong, running back and forth, the action causing his knuckle to drag through the split of her bottom—and oh boy. Still mostly clothed and she was already learning secrets about her body, because she’d had no clue a man’s touch there was supposed to feel good. No, amazing.

“Rory—”

“Give me a minute,” he gritted out, that knuckle continuing it’s back and forth journey, his breath hot on her neck. “I know you’ll go out with friends once in a while, Olive. I want you to. But can you save the short skirt and thong combo for nights out with Rory? Huh?”

His possessiveness should have been a turn-off. Right? Lord, it was not. Not even a little bit. It made her feel feminine and powerful and protected all at once. “I was hoping I’d see you.” Halfway through that revelation, Rory let the strap of her thong snap lightly between her buns and Olive saw stars, forcing her to break off in a gasp. “I didn’t expect to, but—”

Rory’s mouth suctioned hard to the side of her neck, his big hand gripping her right butt cheek in a rough massage. “Do we have a deal, baby?” His tongue licked over the spot on her neck where he’d definitely left a mark. “When it’s this easy for someone to get their hands on your beautiful ass, I want to be with you. Because that won’t be happening. Not unless it’s me.” He squeezed hard enough to make her sob. “Only these hands touch you here. Everywhere. My life flashed in front of my fucking eyes when I saw that guy’s arm around your shoulders, so I’m going to be a bastard about this one thing, Olive. Please. Make the deal.”

“No thong and short skirt combo when I go out,” she hiccupped, pressing back into his touch, craving more of it the more she was given. “Not unless you’re with me. I promise.”

“Good girl.” Before she could guess his intentions, Rory rolled Olive onto her back and slid down low on the bed, putting his mouth on level with her sex. His expression was focused and hungry as he stripped off her thong, exposing her for only a second before his tongue found her in a teasing lick that parted her wet folds. “Now I’ll show you my end of the deal,” he said thickly, kissing the lips between her thighs in the same manner he would her mouth. “Keep this all for me and I’ll make sure it’s always satisfied.”

Rory’s calloused fingers made a V to keep her open for his mouth, and with eyelids at half-mast, he dragged the flat of his tongue over her clit, back and forth, side to side. Side to side. Olive’s vision wavered, a cry of his name sticking in her throat. Lights winked on the ceiling of Rory’s bedroom briefly resembling the big dipper, her fingers tangling in his hair. Rory almost knocked her hold on the strands free when he slung her thighs over his broad shoulders, but Olive held fast, whimpering at the new angles the position made available.

“Goddamn, baby. So wet,” Rory growled, his shoulders flexing underneath her thighs, his hips shifting against the edge of the bed. “I spend every second of the day wanting to eat you up for a good reason. Your pussy is a drug. My fucking drug.”

A hard shudder went through Olive’s body. She’d always pictured her first time as a necessary evil. A gateway to eventual better things. But here she was, grinding herself onto Rory’s giving tongue, pulling his face closer, babbling incoherently up at the stars that continued to wink on the ceiling. Her thighs alternated between a melted butter sensation and bow-tight quickening, her throat straining with the need to scream. Better wasn’t possible. “Oh my God. S-stop. I’m going to…”

Rory’s thumb tucked just inside her entrance, rubbing at the flesh beyond. “You’re going to come? Good.” His eyes were glazed and hot, fastened to Olive’s face as he flickered his tongue against her clit, once, twice. “That’s what happens when I lick your pussy, baby. Just give in.”

A tether snapped inside of Olive and a hot river of relief tore through her, throwing her back up into an arch, her fingers tearing at Rory’s hair. His mouth was no longer teasing, no longer finessing. No, he was greedy. While her private flesh seized, released, seized, he lapped at her, making low sounds in his throat, as if he couldn’t get enough of her taste. That visible enjoyment prolonged Olive’s orgasm until her sides started to throb with the strain.

When her vision cleared, Rory was above her, his harsh, handsome face shadowed, his hair a wreck from her desperate fingers. “We can stop now,” he said on a shaking exhale and Olive saw he’d unfastened his pants, one hand out of sight inside the loosened denim, forearm flexing, flexing, as he stroked himself. “I can stop,” he rasped, as if trying to convince himself.

“No,” she breathed, physically aching with the need to have their skin pressed together. So much so that she whipped her tank top off, her shaking fingers fumbling with the front snap of her strapless bra. “Come here. Please? Come…”

Rory laid his warm hand on top of hers, lowering his mouth and distracting her with a kiss as he undid her bra, pushing the silky cups aside and palming her right breast. She could feel the weight of his erection drop to her bare belly, full and hard.

“I want you on top of me,” she said in a thready rush.

She couldn’t decipher his exact expression. It had notes of wonder, disbelief and deep sexual frustration. But it was intense enough to stall the rapid filling and emptying of her lungs. Rory braced his forearms on either side of her and eased down, giving Olive his weight little by little, both of them moaning at the contact. “Jesus Christ,” he groaned into her neck. “You’re wrecking me, sunbeam.”

Olive hadn’t known the meaning of the word decadence until that moment. Or at the very least, she’d always associated it with chocolate. There was nothing more decadent on the planet than having Rory’s weight pressing her down into the soft mattress, though. His skin was hot and fragrant with his distinct male scent, cut with the sharpness of liquor and fruit, probably because he’d been handling both at the bar. She could feel every shift of muscle in his abdomen, chest, thighs. Needing more—more—Olive slid her thighs wider and hooked her knees around Rory’s legs, conforming the arches of her feet to his calf muscles.

While she was busy reveling in the various textures of Rory, his breath was turning more and more shallow in her neck, his hips beginning to grind down, pushing the hard length of his arousal into her pelvis. His mouth opened beneath her ear, pressing seeking kisses to the ultra-sensitive spot. “You’re so sexy,” he whispered, laving her with his tongue. “So beautiful. So fucking beautiful. Can’t believe I’m with you like this.”

She dragged her palms down the ridges of his back, straight into the loose waistband of his jeans, past the barrier of his boxer briefs. When her hands elevated and slid over the smooth curves of his ass, the decadence reached an even higher peak, because Rory made it obvious he liked her hands there. Liked having her hands anywhere. “I want you inside me,” she murmured, letting her nails score his buttocks lightly, then with more insistence as he panted. “Rory, please.” Olive lifted her hips and tugged his lower body closer at the same time. “I can feel how bad you need me.”

A vibration ran the length of him. “S’never going to go away,” he half-slurred in her ear, before dragging his mouth down her neck, over her cleavage, where he licked a nipple into his mouth, his hips punching against her on the first suck. “Be sure, Olive. Are you sure?”

“Yes,” she moaned as he switched breasts. “I want you. Now.”

Rory surged over her, stopping to kiss her mouth hard, before reaching for his bedside table. He took a foil packet out of the drawer and ripped it open with his teeth, his hand vanishing between them to cover his erection. Olive’s relentless curiosity made her anxious to watch the process, but there would be ample time for that later. Watching the pucker of Rory’s forehead and the sweat beading on his upper lip was far more enjoyable. He was suffering. Going through hell in his hunger to be inside her body—how amazing was that? It was even more amazing that she could end that pain, simply by giving her own body what it cried out for. Contact. Rory. Relief. Intimacy with this man.

He didn’t push inside her right away. No, he dropped his forehead to Olive’s and rolled it side to side, eyes closed, as if in denial. She was prepared to beg again, to fight against whatever obstacles he’d inflated between them in his mind. In the end, there was no need, though. Rory fastened his mouth to hers and trailed a hand down her stomach, taking hold of his thick sex, rubbing the big head through her wealth of moisture.

“Give me the words, sunbeam,” he said, his eyes arrested on her face. “Ask for what you want by name.”

She shuddered as his flesh glided over her clit, circling it. “You, I want you.”

“What do you want from me?” He pushed the tip of his erection inside of Olive, his jaw losing power as he groaned. “What do you want from this cock?”

God above, was she supposed to love it so much when he said that word? Olive licked her parched lips and arched her back, showing him her breasts and watching his eyes glaze. “I want to…” She reached for the basest truth she could find. “I want to watch you enjoy me. Enjoy…fucking m-me. I want you to give yourself an orgasm with my body.”

Rory made a hoarse sound and tucked another inch inside of her. Another. Olive’s knees shot up automatically as discomfort threatened, but Rory’s kiss blurred everything. Everything. All she could feel and think about was the slow, wet mating of their tongues, the savoring scrapes of sound in his throat as the kiss turned deeper, deep enough that she grew dizzy, giddiness tickling her ribs…and her thighs dropped open once more.

“You left out the part about you coming again, baby,” Rory murmured in between mind-numbing kisses. “We fuck, you come. It’s a given, you understand?”

Feeling hypnotized by a pair of intense, green eyes, she nodded. “Yes.”

“I’m going deeper now,” he groaned, rocking his hips forward and letting loose a string of curses over her head. “Olive. Olive. You’re too tight. You’re so tight.”

The sudden pressure wrenched a sob from Olive’s throat. Moisture pricked the backs of her eyelids. It was more the shock of being filled for the first time than actual pain. And the satisfaction of having Rory’s body locked together with her own was so powerful and right, she wanted to lean into the minor ache. Embrace it.

“Baby.” Rory studied her face, concern etched between his dark brows. “Ah, baby, are you okay?” He made a visible effort to swallow a growl, but it emerged anyway, his hips seeming to plow forward of their own volition. “Oh my God, Olive. Christ. You feel incredible.”

“You feel so good, too,” she said, awed, shifting her lower body around so she could memorize every new sensation. “So hard, Rory.”

He barked a humorless laugh, the muscles in his shoulders and chest bunching. “I can’t hold still when you say things like that.”

Olive’s hands traveled down his strong back to settle once again on the swells of his ass. “Don’t. Don’t hold still.”

Right before her eyes, the final traces of Rory’s control evaporated and he fell on top of her like a starving man. His mouth moved over hers like it held the secrets of the universe, their tongues twining, his flesh leaving her and pumping back in, slow and deep, slow and deep, the erotic rhythm writing itself on her soul instantaneously. The root of his erection ground against her hyper-sensitive clit with such incessant friction, Olive couldn’t stay still. Her thighs circled Rory’s hips, hugging them tight, her hips lifting to meet his thrusts. She didn’t know where the desire for hard and fast came from, only that it was there. And undeniable. When she couldn’t find relief right away, she dropped her legs from around Rory’s body and spread them wide, wide, swallowing a strangled moan when his cock bore down, exploiting her nub of flesh while he watched her from above. There. There it was.

“My brothers won’t be home for hours, baby,” Rory gritted, his pace going from methodical to anxious. Hungry. Desperate. “Scream your little heart out.”

And she did. He angled his body to rub her more thoroughly and she let a scream rip, her fingernails burying themselves in his tight butt cheeks, holding him fast. Keeping him there.

He caught her jaw in his right hand, tilting it up and hovering his mouth right above hers—right above—watching her every reaction like a hawk. “Do you have any idea how fucking perfect you feel?” His thumb tugged her lower lip down, then slipped all the way into her mouth. “God, a man like me should have to sell his soul to be your first, but you’re giving yourself to me. Saving me. You’re saving this black soul.” He pulled his thumb from her mouth, spreading the wetness over her lips while watching in fascination. “What the hell did I do to deserve you?”

Olive wanted to tell him he didn’t have to do a single thing to deserve her. He only needed to be his exact self. Just Rory. The man who carried unnecessary pain and tried to save her from himself, even though they were meant to be just like this. Together. And she hoped she conveyed that with her eyes before he dropped his face into the crook of her neck and began bucking into her in rough strokes, his broken grunts filling her ears, turning her on to the nth degree.

Finally being given that hard, fast, unfettered sex she’d been craving without even knowing how it felt, Olive’s eyes rolled into the back of her head, her thighs shooting together to ride on Rory’s driving hips. Now she knew. She knew being the object of lust was glorious when you shared that same lust for the man. The mounting pressure in Rory’s body was obvious in his frantic movements, the way he reached between them to tease her clit with the pads of his fingers. He wasn’t long for this world and his touch demanded she come along for the flight up, up and away.

“Swollen, little virgin clit. So confused how it got that way,” he muttered hoarsely into her hair. He reached back and gripped the underside of her knees, yanking them high around his hips and grinding her down into the mattress, his flesh entering her with wet slaps. “Going to come inside you now like God intended. Want you with me. Be with me, baby.”

His words pushed her across the finish line, almost as much as the moist friction of their lower bodies. A ticklish tightening in her loins signaled the end and she barreled toward it, her orgasm made brighter and sharper from the knowledge that Rory was going to climax. God, the cords of his throat stood out, his mouth open, eyes blind…and she watched him go over the edge with her name on his lips. It was too quick. It went on forever. She didn’t know. Didn’t know, but witnessing Rory’s pleasure was the single most incredible moment of her life. He went from being rocked with tension to being completely devoid of it, collapsing on top of her on the bed, gathering her so close in his arms, she could barely breathe.

Moments later, when Rory lifted his head and searched her eyes, she couldn’t stop the most brilliant smile from spreading across her mouth. He returned it.

And Olive Cunningham fell completely and irreversibly in love with Rory Prince.


Chapter Twelve


What’s your favorite color slime? Answer below in the comments and don’t forget to like and subscribe! If you enjoyed this challenge, there are tons more…

Panic trickled into Olive’s veins as her eyelids cracked open, allowing the morning light to reach in and blind her. Which didn’t help her total disorientation one bit. The sounds that had typically reached her ears over the last few weeks were ocean waves crashing, metal store fronts opening, joggers chatting as they ran past her building. Not her parents and siblings and giggling, muffled by her bedroom door. Had she dreamed moving to Long Beach? Had she dreamed Rory?

Olive’s heart dropped into her stomach at the thought and she cracked an eye open once again, praying she would find herself lying on flannel sheets that smelled of man and musk. No way she could dream so elaborately. No way she could dream someone so complicated and beautiful, could she?

Tune back in next week when we’ll be building a spider web in the backyard and having a family laser tag party. You don’t want to miss it! Like and subscribe…

Please no. Please…

The sun shining through the window dimmed briefly and the outline of Rory came into view. And her heart shifted back into place but made no move to resume its normal rhythm. He was shirtless, standing across the room, sweatpants slung low around his hips, rubbing a towel over his wet hair. Tattoos clung to his skin the way she’d done last night, blacks and blues and a hint of red here and there. God, so hot. So insanely, ridiculously, movie-star-quality hot. There was a line of concentration between his brows, and Olive finally realized where the familiar sounds of family bonding were coming from. Rory’s laptop was open on his dresser. He was watching a Meet the Cunninghams video?

Trying to ignore the discomfort that rippled through her chest, Olive sat up slowly. “Um. Why are you watching that?”

Rory turned to her with a casual smirk, as if about to make a dry remark, but whatever he saw on her face caused him to slam the laptop shut, concern blanketing his expression. “Hey. I…shit, sunbeam. I’m an idiot.” He dropped the towel and crawled toward her on the bed, hitting her nose with clean, soapy, male goodness. “I woke up a while ago and I started worrying…” A beat passed as he shook his head. “Three bachelors live here and we almost never clean. It was never any great shakes to begin with, but we’ve kind of destroyed it over the years. You must be used to much nicer. I was kind of torturing myself by finding out the kind of house you grew up in. But I didn’t think it would be torture for you.” He pressed her back into the pillows with a long, slow kiss. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” she whispered, her body screaming to life beneath the sheets. “Why are you up so early? It’s Sunday.”

In the short space of time it took them to kiss, his pupils had bled completely into his green irises. “I’m prepping the bar now almost every day. I have to go marry the liquor bottles, stock the shelves, do some paperwork.” He made a harsh sound. “Of course, as soon as I volunteer for the job, I’ve got a reason for never wanting to leave this bed.”

“That’s quite a coincidence.”

“No. Not a coincidence,” he said quietly, laying his lips along her right cheek. “You’re the reason I volunteered for the job. The reason I wanted more responsibility.” His mouth trailed lightly across her mouth to lay a feathery kiss on her left cheek. “See, I don’t deserve you. And I’m not even sure I was aware of what I was doing…but I know now. I was trying—I am trying to earn you a little at a time. I just want to earn you.”

Olive had to bite her tongue to keep from blurting I love you. That wet, melting sensation was back between her thighs, her mouth was dry, her heart was rapping against her ribs. God, she was a complete mess over this man and he thought he had to earn her? “Rory—”

“Olive.” Rory brushed her hair back from her face, a harsh laugh scraping out of his mouth. “Do you have any idea how fucking cute you look right now? Hair all messy, mouth puffy, eyes still half closed. If I don’t get out of this room in one minute, I won’t leave.”

“What would you do?”

“Stop.” The deep resonance of his sexually frustrated tone made goose bumps rise on every inch of her skin. “Go back to sleep. When you wake up, go next door to Jiya’s house. I’ve already asked her to give you a ride home. Will you do that for me?”

No help for it. She felt like a cherished belonging and it was…amazing. Mostly because Olive was pretty positive if she asked Rory to do anything, he’d do it. To make her happy. She wanted to make him happy, too, and all that was required was getting home safely. Letting him take care of her in this one way. “Yes. I will.”

“Thank you.” His shoulders lost their tension, his hand lifting to cup her face. “I’m on the beach all day, but I’m not bartending tonight.” Green eyes fell to her mouth and darkened. “Can I see you again?”

Olive wanted more than anything to be back in his arms. As fast as possible. Not being in them right now was awful. “I have a study group tonight, but I can miss it—”

“No.” The set of his jaw was resolute, but his eyes were soft. “Don’t miss school work because of me. How about I give you a ride to class tomorrow morning?”

Butterflies rushed into her chest, wings flapping wildly. “That sounds perfect.”

He caught her mouth in a hard kiss that wanted—so badly—to become more. They breathed heavily against each other’s lips for a few seconds, Olive’s thighs shifting beneath the bedclothes, which Rory obviously noticed, if his groan was any indication. “How does your body feel, sunbeam? You hurting from what we did?”

“No.” She kissed the side of his chin. “No.”

His eyes closed briefly, then refocused on her. “I’m sorry about the video.”

“It’s okay.” Olive’s lips wobbled into a smile. “I searched for you on social media. So I guess we’re just even now.”

Rory reared back a little. “You did?” He regarded her with a mixture of amusement and confusion. “I’m not on any of that shit, baby.”

“I know.” She lifted her chin. “It’s very frustrating.”

“Why?”

“Are you serious? It’s like a…virtual footprint. How else am I supposed to learn about you?” She arranged her features in a horrified expression. “Talking?”

Rory tickled her ribs and she sheet dropped from her breasts.

He yanked it back up with a bark of pained laughter, covering her up once more. “Jesus Christ, if dicks could cry, mine would be sobbing right now.”

When he seemed to be debating whether or not to leave, Olive knew she had to help him. He wasn’t letting her miss study group and she wouldn’t let him shirk his new managerial obligations. As much as it hurt. Like seriously, ouch. “Go,” she managed, saying a silent apology to her newly awakened femininity. “You have to go prep the bar. I’m…” Her breath caught a little as the truth tripped out. “I’m really proud of you for taking on new responsibilities. I’m proud of you for not fighting last night…I’m just proud of you. But you don’t have to earn me. I’m right here.” She laid a soft kiss on mouth. “Do it for yourself. You’re worth the effort.”

“How’d I find you?” His gaze cut away, a muscle in his throat working. “I guess I have no choice but to go to work now.” They shared a frustrated laugh as he rose from the bed, pulling on a shirt that had been laid out on his dresser. Before he could leave the room, his hand paused on the doorknob, Rory looking back at her over his shoulder. “I’ll see you tomorrow, right?”

Olive nodded. “I’ll be waiting.”

“Yeah, still trying to believe it’s real,” he said, walking through the door and closing it carefully behind him. “Bye, sunbeam,” she heard through the barrier between them.

She must have sat there for fifteen minutes without moving. How could Rory be so polarizing and such a comfort at the same time? Her skin was overly sensitized, as if enveloped in static electricity. Her nipples were in tight peaks, as if in denial that he’d left. Finally, she lay down, turned on her side and took a deep inhale of his scent, letting it carry her back to a fitful half sleep. Groans from last night peppered her mind, memories of Rory’s mouth between her legs, his arousal sliding home inside her, one inch at a time. How he’d lost control at the end, driving into her hard, saying things into her neck she would have thought crude, but were perfectly paired with a man at the end of his rope. A man she cared about. Desired.

Still half asleep, Olive turned on to her belly and slipped a hand between her thighs. She found her clit with two fingers and worried the nub in fast, tight circles, breathing erratically into Rory’s pillow. His scent only got her to the precipice faster.

We fuck, you come. It’s a given, you understand?

She muffled her moan, her hips grinding down on to her fingers. Almost. Almost. God, she would have done anything for Rory to walk back into the room and thrust himself inside her. Hard. Hard—

The storm broke and Olive sank her teeth into her lower lip, limbs shaking as the orgasm rolled through her like thunder, so intense that her calf muscles were immediately sore, her throat strained from trying to stay quiet. “Oh m’God.” She turned over and stared up at the ceiling, proverbial canaries circling around her head. “That has to be some kind of record.”

Olive sat up and looked around, fanning her skin to cool the dappling of sweat. She didn’t know about the rest of the house, but Rory’s room was pretty tidy. There were some articles of clothing discarded on the floor—hers included—but there were no dust bunnies running around. He had a calendar hanging on the wall by the door, notations beginning two weeks ago, and her heart tripled its pace, just imagining him going out and buying organizational supplies. Wanting to do better.

She got out of bed and dressed in her clothes from the night before, crossing to the dresser so she could look at the one framed photo in the room. It was the three brothers standing on the stoop in order of height, a laughing woman Olive assumed was their mother holding a pizza delivery box…and a serious man staring at them through a window in the background.

Last night, they’d talked about Rory’s mother, but not his father. In fact, was it her imagination or had he tried to avoid the subject of his dad?

Olive shook off the odd thought. They had plenty of time to talk about everything. And there was a lot to discuss. Olive still didn’t know what had provoked Rory in the fight that sent him to prison—and everyone seemed determined to safeguard that information. Which, unfortunately, only made her want it more.

Before Olive left the room, she ran her index finger over the lid of the laptop. Which video had he been watching? With a swallow, she started to lift up the screen, but stopped herself. These videos that made so many people happy only reminded her that she’d been abandoned.

Her gaze couldn’t help but drift back to the picture of Rory.

Abandoned. He wouldn’t do that to her…again. Would he? Not after last night. After they’d found their way back to each other and proved it was too difficult to stay away. I just want to earn you. Olive held on to Rory’s words on her way to the house next door. And when her phone lit up with a text message from the man himself—I miss the hell out of you, sunbeam—she straightened her spine and shoved the foreboding aside.

You’ve fallen in love. Stop worrying and enjoy it.

But the fear had already built a nest in the back of her head.


Chapter Thirteen


Rory let out the breath he’d been holding when he saw Olive waiting outside her building, staring down at the open book in her hands. She was gorgeous in the early morning sunlight, her blonde hair lit up with a halo. Such an angel. She smiled, big and open, when she saw his bike approaching, stowing the book in her bag, and his throat cinched up. Fuuuuck. He wasn’t going to get used to this. The anticipation that had been plaguing his gut since leaving her in his bed yesterday was replaced by trepidation this morning while he got ready.

Wouldn’t it…couldn’t it take the smallest thing for her to get over him? His old-ass house. His work schedule. The fact that he didn’t make a ton of money. All of it combined. She was an eighteen-year-old girl. Fickle, right?

Then he saw her and remembered. She’s not like anyone else. She’s Olive.

A snapping connection reeled him closer, so wild and tangible, he almost forgot she was standing outside of an expensive doorman building. Wearing a backpack. Those things were just enough to remind him of the vow he’d made to himself. No more staying away. God, no. But if she ever decided he wasn’t the best man to make her happy…no matter how much he was willing to bust his ass and try…he’d figure out a way to leave her alone. Even if it killed him.

For now, though? For now, he wasn’t going to take a single second of having this girl in his life for granted. In the short time he’d known her, she’d inspired him to see himself differently. Made him ask the hard questions. What am I capable of?

Little by little he was finding out.

He’d taken to heart what she’d said yesterday morning. About taking on more responsibility and improving his situation for himself—and it made a lot of sense. He was going to work on that, but it was hard to do a goddamn thing at the moment without attributing it to his need to be a better man for Olive. Maybe he’d get there eventually. Rory didn’t know. He just needed to get his hands on the girl who hadn’t left his mind for a single second since yesterday. Hell, for weeks.

“Hey.” Rory stopped at the curb and took off his helmet, setting it down beside the one he’d brought for Olive. In one quick movement, he climbed off the bike and strode toward her on the curb. “Hey. You want to be my girlfriend?”

“Yes.”

His mouth crushed down onto Olive’s, his forearm slinging beneath her butt to draw her up onto her toes. Commuters honked as they passed by, but Rory barely heard any of it. He was only there for the little whimpers in Olive’s throat, the rasp of her bare thighs against his jeans. Their mouths wrestled, Olive gripping the collar of his shirt, not only receiving the kiss, but giving it back to him, like she’d been hungry for it, too. More than his next breath, Rory wanted to pick her up by that tight, sexy ass and feel the life-affirming sensation of her thighs locking around his waist, but he heard the doorman clear his throat at the building entrance and somehow managed to lift his head.

“H-how…am I supposed to go to class now?”

“You’ll manage.” Rory flicked a glance over Olive’s head and noted the disapproval in the man’s expression—he was doing nothing to hide it. Olive stared to follow his line of sight, but Rory caught her chin and planted a final hard kiss on her mouth. “Come on. I set up the bar early and bribed someone to cover my chair for the first hour, so I can drive you back.”

Just like the other night when Rory rode Olive on his bike, he was a nervous wreck for the entire ride to Stony Brook, but she seemed to sense his tension. The fingers splayed on his chest moved in soothing circles while they ate up the distance on the highway. She planted a kiss in the center of his back and laid her cheek over the spot toward the end of the ride. After that, he wanted to drive another hundred miles, but he wouldn’t let her miss class.

They were early, however, which led to them parking behind the Burnbaum building to wait. Rory took off both of their helmets and hung them from the handlebars, but when he would have lifted Olive off the bike, he only turned her sideways on the seat, running his palms up her thighs. Letting his fingertips creep under the hem of her white shorts.

“You were wearing these the day I met you.”

“I know,” she whispered. “I have a test today, so I wore them for good luck.”

How was he supposed to stop himself from devouring her when she said things like that? As it was, he couldn’t keep his hands from memorizing the texture of her legs, her arms, her neck and face. She did the same to him, scrubbing her palms on his abdomen, trailing her fingertips up and across his chest.

“So I’m your girlfriend now?”

For as long as you want to be, sunbeam. “That’s right.”

Pink blew across her cheekbones and he almost proposed. Honest to God. “What exactly does this entail? Having a boyfriend.”

“I don’t know what having a boyfriend entails for other girls. I only know what it’s going to mean for you.” Rory tangled a hand in Olive’s hair and tongued her lips open, savoring her gasp before sinking them both into a kiss that made the ground move under his feet. “I’m going to want to know you’re safe. All the time. I’m going to be obsessive about it—and I don’t think I can help that.” He pulled back an inch. “I’m going to miss you when you’re not with me. When you are, I’m probably going to stare at you. A lot. I’ll be wondering how the hell this smart, funny, sexy girl is all mine.” He set the hair wrapped around his knuckles free, dropping both hands to her knees and easing them wider so he could press closer, watch her eyes widen when his cock met the seam of her shorts. “I’m going to touch my girlfriend all over.” A roll of his hips made her eyelids flutter, her chest shudder. “And I’m going to fuck her rotten.”

“Rory,” she gasped.

“What’s it going to mean for me?” he asked her in between soft bites of her neck. “Having a girlfriend.”

Olive stuttered her way through some gibberish, then appeared to give up, scooting her hips closer to the edge of the seat. “I can’t think right now.”

Unable to subdue his smile, Rory caught her full lower lip between his teeth and tugged. “You want me to get on Facebook? So you can tag me in pictures and all that nonsense?” As soon as the suggestion was out of his mouth, he wanted to take it back. What if she didn’t want her college friends to know she was dating a bartender without an education? “Forget I said that—”

“No.” She gripped his shoulders, pleasure blowing across her features. “Would you really do that? I know you think social media is stupid, but…I don’t know.” She seemed to be searching for the right words as Rory held his breath. “I want my profile to say In a Relationship with Rory Prince. Don’t you want that?”

His heart started to sprint. “You really have to ask me?” He cleared the rust from his throat. “Do we have time to do it right now?”

“Really?” Olive squeaked, hopping off the bike and whipping her phone out of her backpack. “Oh my gosh, this is going to be so fun. I can’t even remember what it’s like to set up a Facebook account. I’ve had mine since I was eleven.”

Rory leaned back against his bike and watched her fingers fly over the screen of her phone, her lip caught between her teeth. Given the choice, he would have stood there for the rest of the day telling her the answers to question like, when is your birthday? Where did you go to high school? He got the feeling she skipped over some of the questions about college, but nothing could ruin this chance to make her happy. With something as small as throwing his picture up on a website, no less.

Olive shifted in her sandals. “Relationship status…”

“Worshipping Olive Cunningham.”

Pink climbed her throat. “That’s not one of the options,” she said softly, not quite hiding her smile. “But I like it.”

“Good. That’s my plan.”

They stared at each other for a few beats, the air around them thick. “So. Okay, we need a profile picture.”

She lifted her phone, preparing to shoot, but Rory shook his head. “I want you in it.”

“Oh.”

Olive turned and raised the phone again and Rory saw them on the screen, a study in contrasts. In the forefront, she smiled broadly, wreathed in sunshine. Meanwhile, he was buried in a shadow with his arms crossed, watching her underneath the hood of his eyelids. Before he knew his own mind, Rory snagged Olive around the waist with his forearm, dragging her back against front. On a whimper, she snapped the picture while his mouth moved up the side of her neck—and he couldn’t help it. He looked dead straight into the camera and let every man who’d see it know. Touch her and regret it.

“Holy whoa,” Olive murmured, looking at the final product and making a few, final taps on the screen. “I’m only going to sneak a thousand looks at this during class.”

Rory laughed. “Go, sunbeam.” He pushed off the bike and kissed her forehead, settling his hands on her hips. “I’ll be here when you’re done.”

She nodded. “Thanks for doing this. I know you have to get to the beach.”

“I love doing this.” When she started to look hypnotized by his mouth, Rory turned her around and smacked her butt lightly to get her moving toward the front side of the building. As soon as she was out of sight, he blew out a shaky breath and adjusted his hard dick. As much as he’d wanted Olive all to himself, he’d never be the reason she missed class.

Christ, being responsible was fucking painful.

Attempting to take his mind off the ache between his thighs, Rory left campus and gassed up his bike, grabbed a coffee and read the newspaper at a diner. While he was sitting there, his phone buzzed with an incoming text from Andrew.

Need a head count. You coming to Mom’s party or what?

Rory drummed his fingers beside his coffee on the counter. Of course he was going to say no. He always said no. As usual, that memory of her disappointment in the courtroom smoked into his head and occupied it. The other memories followed close behind. Coming home from prison and finding she’d aged a decade in the space of two years. Hollow eyes, lines of misery around her mouth. The way she winced when she moved.

The phone creaked in Rory’s fist. He had to say no to the party. He couldn’t look his mother in the eye after abandoning her to such a horrible fate, could he?

He could if Olive was with him.

Fuck, it was possible he could do anything if Olive was with him.

Before he could stop himself, Rory pulled up the text conversation with Andrew. Yeah, I’ll be there. Me and Olive.

A full minute passed before Andrew responded.

I’m glad, man. You belong there.

With a knot in his throat, Rory paid for his coffee and left the diner. His pulse wouldn’t slow down on the ride to campus, his blood buzzing with the decision he’d made. Was it nerves or something else? Something like optimism?

That optimism only spiked when Olive exited the door of the building, smiling and surrounded by girls, her books hugged to her chest. The world moved in slow motion as she searched him out, her lips spreading even wider when she spotted him and pushed her glasses higher on her nose. Jesus. What incredible new reality had he been dropped into?

She said a few more things to her friends and nodded, jogging in his direction. He was only partially aware of Olive’s friends observing him like a strange new species at the zoo and giggling because Olive’s tits were bouncing around, making him hard as iron all over again in his jeans.

“Hey,” she greeted him breathlessly, cinching her tight body up against him and sighing, as if having their bodies pressed together restored her. Rory could relate, because he felt the exact same way. Olive was the embodiment of mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. “Everyone is going to that pop-up carnival on the boardwalk tonight.” She dropped a sweet kiss onto his mouth. “We should go.”

Rory kissed her mouth long and hard. “You want to go, we’ll go.”

She laid her head on his chest. “I want to go everywhere with you.”

And riding back toward Long Beach with the girl he’d never dared dream about clinging to his back, for once it seemed like nothing could go wrong.


Chapter Fourteen


Olive inhaled deeply of buttered popcorn scent carrying on the warm summer night breeze, barely stopping herself from throwing her arms out and dancing in circles like a lovesick lunatic. Already her friends were way too curious about Rory, but the grin she couldn’t seem to wipe off her face amplified their interest tenfold. There was definitely a part of Olive that wanted to disclose every single detail of the man who’d sent her freefalling into a giant, mushy love pie. But there was a bigger part of her that wanted to maintain the secrets. Keep them all to herself, bundled to her chest like the softest pillow.

She walked along the boardwalk with Leanne and two other girls from her study group, trying not to be obvious about scanning the evening crowd for a tall man with wind-whipped dark hair and a smirk. Seriously, it had only been six hours since he’d dropped her off outside her building. Why did it feel like a millennium since he’d growled questionable things into her ear and kissed her mouth? She was a windsock in the breeze, flapping around, and she wanted to wrap herself around his solid, grounding presence.

After he’d walked her to the front door of her building, she’d floated upstairs in the elevator, knowing there was a wistful smile plastered to her face. She’d studied, made lunch, dozed off on the balcony in the sunshine dreaming of a wicked half-smile and soulful eyes. When it was time to get dressed for the carnival, she’d taken her time shaving, lotioning, straightening her hair, applying makeup. Putting on the exact right dress, a soft yellow strapless sundress that fluttered at the tops of her thighs. All the while, her stomach flip-flopped and she continually found herself staring into space, almost burning herself with the straightening iron on more than one occasion.

Obviously she hadn’t been finished staring into space because Leanne’s elbow caught her in the ribs now, sending her hurtling back to the present; a loud, crowded boardwalk.

“Damn, Olive,” Leanne laughed. “Your expression is going to get us all pregnant and I’m way too young for kids. Side note, I’ll be too young when I’m forty. Kids smell.”

“I mean, we all saw homeboy today. It’s understandable,” said one of the other girls with a playful smile. “But I don’t want to be that friend who hates you out of jealousy. Just be warned that I’m dangerously close.”

Olive pressed her hands to her cheeks. “Sorry, guys. I’ll probably be back to normal soon. Right?” When they all passed her skeptical glances, she winced. “Uh, so…what did you guys think of the lecture today—”

“Shut up,” Leanne said, giving her a withering look before nodding at something beyond her shoulder. “Rory is over there.”

A chemical change washed over her, her skin sensitizing, breath shallowing. Even her earlobes and toes started to tingle, as if preparing for a full-body awakening. And it happened as soon as she turned and saw Rory prowling toward her on the boardwalk, one hand in the front pocket of his jeans, the other pushing through his wet hair. Had he just come from the shower?

Olive’s thighs snapped together and squeezed, her sex already softening, growing damp. Her fingers twisted in the short hem of her dress, which she was regretting now. How was she supposed to hide her body’s reaction to Rory? If she turned wet upon merely seeing him, a kiss would turn the insides of her thighs moist.

“Hey,” he said gruffly, stopping in front of her.

And she’d been wrong. It didn’t even take a kiss to make her thighs slick.

When her greeting emerged as an incoherent whisper, Rory’s eyes filled with amusement. “Uh oh.” He leaned down and rolled their foreheads together. “Looks like you missed me. Maybe even half as fucking much as I missed you.”

Olive’s knees almost lost power, but her desire to keep their mouths close gave her the strength to keep standing. “I’m trying not to be that girl who gets a boyfriend and ditches her friends. Help me.”

His laughter puffed against her lips a half-second before he kissed her, light and tender, but so potent she swayed toward his broad chest. “Something to drink, ladies?” Rory said, throwing a brief glance over her head.

“Beer,” Leanne said without missing a beat. “Beer sounds great.”

Rory shook his head but didn’t take his eyes off Olive. “Nice try. You’re getting sodas.” He pressed his mouth to Olive’s ear. “I’ll make you a white Russian later.”

Heat propelled into her belly like a torpedo. “Okay,” she said, wetting her lips. “What am I going to make you?”

“Happy.”

He ran a hand over her hair and backed away, reluctance in every line of his rangy body. “Go have fun. I’ll find you.”

A moment later, he’d been swallowed up in the crowd’s current, although his dark head was still visible above the majority of the carnival goers. Olive watched him go, already regretting her plea for help so she didn’t neglect her friends. Still, his willingness to comply when they were both obviously dying to be alone? It made her like him even more. Like the unselfish man he was. Even if she had an intuition that he’d be selfish later to make up for the delay. God, she couldn’t wait for him to be selfish with her.

Her friends walked up, flanking her on either side.

“Just do it,” Leanne muttered.

Olive squealed. Honest to God squealed, turning heads of passersby.

“Thank you. I just had to get that out.”

“Understood,” Leanne returned.

They continued walking and chatting, taking a right into the carnival entrance, which led them just off the boardwalk, where the rides had been erected in a large plot of empty land. Darkness had fallen completely, the blinking, rainbow assortment of lights turning everything in their path into a dreamy kaleidoscope. The smell of salty ocean air mingled with the scent of funnel cake, the crowd a moving sea of animation. Exhilaration danced over Olive’s arms, like she was walking inside an electrical current, her laughter coming more freely than it ever had.

“So how did you meet Rory?” asked one of the girls from study group.

“He rescued me,” Olive answered, trying not to let her eagerness to talk about Rory show. “I was reading and walking at the same time…”

All three girls nodded in total understanding.

“And I was just about to step into the path of a speeding bus. But he pulled me back.” She tucked some hair behind her ear. “A-and then a couple days later, he rescued me from drowning. I got caught in the rip current.”

Everyone had stopped walking, their jaws halfway to the ground.

Leanne’s expression was one of pure betrayal. “I’m only finding this out now?”

“I was embarrassed! Sorry sorry sorry.” Wincing, she gave Leanne a quick hug and continued weaving her way through the crowd, encouraging the girls to follow. “So yeah, that’s how we met. And then we took a weird break. But then he had to save me again from a bar fight…”

Olive trailed off, feeling a crease form between her eyebrows. Had Rory really saved her three times? Wow. Stringing all those events into a few sentences made her not only seem kind of pathetic and accident prone, but for some reason a niggle of discomfort was crawling up her spine now. She’d wondered since the beginning why Rory seemed so infatuated with her. She was a shrimpy bookworm with a gap between her front teeth who couldn’t even legally buy alcohol. He was drop-dead gorgeous and cool and caring and loyal.

He was guilty, too. Carried so much guilt, in fact, the weight was practically visible on his shoulders. If I’d been there, I would have saved her. Hadn’t Rory said that? Was he drawn to Olive because she’d needed saving? The way he hadn’t been able to do with his mother?

Now that she didn’t need constant saving…how long until he lost interest?

The carnival sounds around Olive grew muffled, her friends’ conversation fading away until she could only hear the dull thudding of her own heart. A cavern opened in her stomach. Or maybe it had never sealed up in the first place. After the first time she’d been disregarded by her parents for not being exactly right.

Olive felt a hand on her waist. Breath warmed her neck and a familiar voice broke through the haze that had descended.

“Hey, sunbeam.” Concern was thick in Rory’s tone. “Look at me. What’s wrong?”

A roller coaster trundled past overhead at top speed and a group of children ran by laughing, propelling the world back into its usual rhythm. At first there was only the outline of Rory’s head, surrounded by blinking lights, but he steadily came into perfect view, worry creasing his handsome face.

“Baby,” he said urgently.

“I’m fine,” she said, then cleared her throat and attempted to be more convincing. “I’m fine. Sorry, I guess I zoned out.”

Olive looked around to find three of her friends sipping their sodas grudgingly, but none of them seemed to have noticed her trip to La La land. She wanted to question Rory. The words were right there on the tip of her tongue. Am I just a rescue mission? Using her to fulfill a regret from his past made sense, didn’t it? Her psychology professor would call it repression. Or something equally fancy.

“What’s wrong?” he said, moving closer and wrapping her in body heat. “Tell me.”

“Nothing is wrong, I just…” The suspicion was bad enough—she didn’t need confirmation so soon. And what if she was wrong? The electricity between them wasn’t a fluke. Or a product of the past. It was right now and it was consuming. Stop overanalyzing and live in the moment. “Take me on a ride?”

As soon as Rory smiled and twined their fingers together, the fears began to dissipate. It had been nothing more than a weak moment. This man was nuts about her. It went both ways and she wasn’t going to get buried beneath a checklist of how their relationship could go wrong.

“Let’s go,” Rory said, kissing her knuckles. “I’m stealing my girl,” he called to her friends. “Enjoy your non-alcoholic beverages. We’ll catch up with you in a little while.”

“There are supposed to be perks when your friend dates an older man,” Leanne shouted over the noisy carnival. “I want my perks!”

Rory and Olive shared a laugh, settling the chaos in her belly once and for all. He led her to the Ferris wheel, where thankfully there was only a short line. And when Rory wrapped his arms around her waist and rested his chin on top of her head, she wished it would move slower so they could stand that way for longer. Minutes later, Rory helped her onto the moving seat and slid in beside her, pulling down the bar and testing it, not relaxing until it was secure.

He threw an arm along the back of the seat, moving close until they were pressed together from shoulder to knee—and Olive had no idea if his proximity or their sudden ascent into the sky caused the ticklish, weightless feeling in her stomach.

“Hey,” Rory breathed against her mouth.

“Hey,” she murmured back, letting him ease her lips open with a kiss. A rush went through her, amplified by the air that blew across her bare shoulders, whipping her hair around. There was so much vulnerability in having her feet dangling dozens of feet above the ground while this man’s mouth wreaked havoc on her senses, she had to grip the metal bar where it rested at her waist or risk floating away.

After a too-short time, Rory ended the kiss and Olive realized they’d paused at the very top of the Ferris wheel. Gone was Rory’s earlier concern. It had been replaced by nothing short of lust. For her. With a bunched jaw, shallow breath and the wind throwing his hair in ten directions, he was nothing short of magnificent. The endless sky full of stars spread out behind him, making the moment bottomless, no beginning, no end. His gaze fell to her chest and he uttered a husky curse, the muscle of his thigh flexing alongside hers.

“God, Olive, I just want to get my fucking hands on you.”

Fevered and filled with sudden mischief, Olive arched her back, feeling the neckline of her strapless dress tug low, so low, revealing an indecent amount of her breasts. “Touch me.”

The growl that broke from his throat sent her thighs slapping together in their signature move, and that was before Rory’s right hand swallowed up one of her breasts, squeezing it once, then rubbing his palm in a chafing circle around and around her peaked nipple. Olive let out a cry, turned on by everything at once. Him, mainly, of course. His touch, his hunger for her, his scent, their attraction. Having her breasts exposed at the top of a Ferris wheel turned her wild, reckless, hotter than she ever thought possible.

She leaned up and teased Rory’s mouth into a quick, wet kiss, then leaned back to watch his expression change as she slipped a hand beneath the hem of her dress.

His nostrils flared. “What are you doing?”

Biting down on her bottom lip, she tucked a finger inside her panties, using the gathering moisture to fondle her clit. “Touching myself,” she whispered, her words threading together with the wind. “I did this in your bed yesterday morning. After you left.”

A shudder rocked Rory, shaking Olive, too. “Excuse me?” He leaned in quickly, their foreheads meeting and rolling together. “You played with your pussy in my bed? Is that what you’re telling me, baby?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“It smelled like you,” she gasped, grinding the pad of her middle finger against her clit, rubbing it rapidly. Faster, faster. “You were around me, everywhere…the second b-best thing to having you on top of me—”

“Enough. Please,” he begged through clenched teeth, his hands working her breasts, his fingers pinching her nipples and making lights blink in her vision. “Dammit. I came here to be your boyfriend. Buy you cotton candy, hold your hand and treat you like the little sweetheart you are. Now all I can think of is…”

“What?”

Rory caught her right nipple between his knuckles and clamped down hard. “I want to drag you into the shadows and fuck you filthy.”

Oh my God. Yes. Olive felt the bolts tightening in her tummy, her thighs beginning to writhe on the fake leather seat. But before she could climax, the ride jolted, beginning to move again. Rory cursed again and tugged up the top of her dress, hiding her breasts from view once more. As soon as he finished the task, he snagged Olive’s wrist, removing it from the space between her legs, catching her mewl of protest by moving his hot mouth over hers.

“Take me somewhere,” she said, looking him in the eye.

A shadow passed across his face, but he gave a tight nod. And no sooner did the Ferris wheel let them off was Rory guiding her out of the carnival. Hand in hand, they climbed the steps onto the boardwalk, dodging the lively crowds spilling out the beachside bars and restaurants. Olive’s pulse went ninety miles an hour in her ears. Sticky warmth coated the insides of her thighs. Every pulse point in her body hummed like mini generators and they were all pulsing for this man who she trusted to lead her anywhere. So much that when he hopped the boardwalk rail and held his arms up, she had no doubt he would catch her.

Olive jumped, landing in his arms. Up against his hard chest, so reassuring, but so sexual in the way it flexed, inviting her to rub her sensitive breasts on him, twine her legs around his hips as they walked. She didn’t even care where they were going—Rory would keep her safe and he would satisfy her, thank God. Ever since meeting this man, her body was relentless in its need to be satisfied. It was an urgent quest now. She required Rory to survive. The erection wedged, thick and hard, between their bodies told Olive she wasn’t alone.

She was needed, too, and it was glorious.

They’d only been walking for a matter of seconds when Rory walked them beneath the boardwalk, into the darkness, footsteps pounding above their heads. His heart pounded, too. Olive heard it as she slid down his body, his mouth attacking her from above before her toes touched the sand. And Jesus, his hands. They were under her skirt, inside the back of her panties, kneading her bottom with so much potent need, she felt dizzy on the receiving end.

“Tell me to calm down,” he rasped between kisses. “Tell me to bring you home and do this right. It should be right for you every time.”

“I love this. I need it.”

“Olive.”

She went down on her knees, her fingers tangling together in her clumsy attempts to unzip his jeans. The move was unplanned. She’d never gone down on someone before, but the desire to drive him past his breaking point was suddenly so strong, so undeniable, she couldn’t deny it. Rory tried to drag Olive back to her feet, but she wouldn’t go. “Please?” That single word stilled his actions, but his expression was pained. “I want to so bad.”

His hand drifted over the crown of her head. “Let me get on my knees for you instead.”

Olive had managed to drag down his zipper while he spoke and she rubbed her cheek now against his hardness where it strained inside his boxer briefs, making him hiss a breath. “You’ve done it for me every time.”

Strong fingers threaded through her hair, shaking but hesitant. “S’because I’m addicted to the flavor you keep between your thighs,” he said, voice deep, words slurring. “If I could get away with licking it even more, I would.”

Her core throbbed at his words. “My turn,” she murmured, easing down the waistband of his briefs, exhaling in a rush when he sprang free. Huge. Heavy. Long. Knowing Rory would pull her off the ground if she showed the slightest hint of trepidation, Olive wasted no time wrapping both hands around Rory’s wide root and guiding the head of his arousal to her mouth. She licked around the smooth dome and let him slide into her mouth, over her tongue.

“Christ,” Rory grated, his fingers tensing in her hair. “Oh God, baby. S’good. Oh God.”

The praise met her ears like a caress and sent her confidence soaring. She stroked him with eager hands toward her mouth, marveling at the way his flesh swelled with every tight pull of her fists, a hint of saltiness sliding down the back of her throat. So many textures to memorize at once, the abrasive hair of his inner thighs tickling her cheeks, his calloused fingers scraping her scalp, the ridges of his cockhead gliding over the tip of her tongue. The way her throat rebelled when Rory started to flex his hips ever so slightly, introducing his insane hardness deeper than it had gone before.

“Too much? It’s too much. It’s too much.” His words ran together, hips stilling, his stomach shuddering and hollowing inside his T-shirt. “Olive. Sunbeam. I’m so grateful. I’m grateful for every fucking inch you get in that pretty mouth, baby. Swear it.” Another earthquake rumbled through him, more of that salty taste finding the back of her throat. “Fuuuuuck. You have to get up soon. I’m going to lose it.”

If he thought begging would make her stand up, his plan backfired. Watching her boyfriend lose his grip on control was fast becoming her favorite pastime. It turned her nipples to aching spears and amplified the ache between her legs, her wet center quickening and releasing, as if seeking the part of him she eagerly sucked on with her mouth, loosening her lips on the way down and making them tighttightight on the way back up.

“Son of a bitch. Enough.” In conflict with his words, Rory’s hands covered hers, squeezing, stroking, both of them pleasuring him now. “Get up. Get up, turn around and lift your skirt before I blow anywhere but that pussy.”

The sand under her knees had nothing on the grit of Rory’s voice. It was biting, new, exciting. She’d snapped his tether and wanted to know what happened next. So much that she stood up too fast and went lightheaded. Rory caught her mid-sway, holding her with one arm wrapped around her middle, the other still busy on his erection. They looked down, watching the desperate tugs of his swollen inches, breathing fast together. As if reading her mind and knowing she’d regained her equilibrium, Rory turned Olive toward a wooden post and intuition had her bracing both hands on the rough wood, whimpers falling from her lips, anticipation running amok through her senses. Her body.

“Please please please,” she said, hoping he would hear her over the foot traffic echoing from above. “I need you. Now. Now.”

Rory’s mouth pushed against her ear from behind, the sounds of a condom wrapper ripping audible among the muted boardwalk roar. “Told you to lift your little skirt.”

A sob caught in her throat, one hand dropping from the post to scramble back to grip the material and drag it up to her waist, the other remaining braced on the wood. Night air kissed her bare backside, and an instant later, Rory was jerking the thin string of her thong to one side and dragging the smooth tip of his arousal through her soaked feminine folds. He didn’t stop, letting it travel over her back entrance, jolting her with surprise, excitement, but she needed him inside her now. Needed that intense joining like she needed her next breath.

“You’re down too low, baby. Stand on my boots,” he said, grazing her neck with his teeth, the swollen length of his hardness continuing to drag up and back through the moisture he’d coaxed, making just enough contact with her clit to frustrate her, drive her lust to a fever pitch.

Needy, hungry, Olive took two quick steps back, boosting herself up onto his boots and elevating herself those crucial few inches. She’d only managed to brace both hands on the post once more when Rory drove into her with a growl. He caught her scream with the palm of his hand—Pumping. Hard. Four. Times—as her cries turned into a strangled plea for more.

“I’m sorry,” he said gruffly, his hips smacking against her backside as he thrust into her again. Again. “I’m sorry I fuck you like a woman when you’re still half girl. I can’t help it.”

“Don’t help it,” she whimpered into his palm. “Don’t stop. Never stop.”

He let out the groan of a suffering man into her shoulder…and then he braced his feet wider in the sand, taking hers along with them. Leaving her legs spread wider. So wide. Leaving her flesh impossibly open and vulnerable to the thrusts he inflicted, one after the other. His forearm wrapped around her hips and jerked them back so he could grind upward, into her constricting wetness, and Olive dug her toes into his boots, pushing higher, tilting her hips so she wouldn’t miss one iota of the incredible impact.

“You’re so deep, Rory.” Olive didn’t recognize her own voice. It was hoarse and gasping and vibrating. “It’s so deep. So deep.”

“I’d get deeper if I could.” He drove into her and held, held, his hand dropping from her mouth to play with her clit. “I’d get deep enough to become a fucking part of you so you don’t ever forget me.”

Her thighs started to tremble, the glow of her climax growing brighter, rendering her incapable of doing anything but fighting for it. Encouraging it. She wanted to pull apart his words, but the urgencies of her body were too much of a distraction. Almost there.

Rory took another sidestep, opening their shared stance even wider, and one thrust later, Olive cried out into the backs of her hands where they gripped the post. “Rory.”

“You almost have me convinced I can be a good guy. Every time,” he rumbled into her neck, his teeth razing her, his mouth sucking until she gasped. “Then you spread your tight, young thighs for me and I show you, don’t I? That I’m always going to fuck you like I’ve already earned a place in hell.” His teeth sank into her neck and he thrust hard, lifting her toes from their perch on his boots. “Might as well enjoy it.”

Olive climaxed with her feet dangling in the air and a scream trapped in her throat. She shook so hard under the force of the pleasure that her teeth chattered and her vision dimmed, before erupting with light. Light so intense she threw her head back on Rory’s shoulder to avoid it. His fingertips still toyed with her clit, extending the bliss, making it never-ending. But the feeling went from life-changing to nirvana when she sensed him getting closer, too. She needed him with her. Experiencing the same exhilaration. Always. Always.

He made a choked sound and she mimicked it as natural as breathing, ordering her inner walls to seize around him, instinctively knowing how to make his peak better. Rory staggered one step to the right, bouncing her in short upward drives of his hips, creating punctuations of Olive’s whimpers—and then heat bloomed inside her, Rory’s broken shout music to her ears. Her feet dug into the sand as he let her down, her arms closing around her, their bodies swaying, mimicking the ebbing and receding of the ocean.

Without turning around, she could already sense the thoughts running through his head. He was worried he’d been too rough, too explicit, too everything. She only needed to turn around and show him her dazed, satisfied expression to ease his fears. But she literally could not move. Never wanted to move. So she leaned to the right and kissed his bicep, whispering, “Stay at my place tonight?”

Tension left him, reminding her of a wave rushing back to the sea. “I have a condition.”

A line formed between her brows, some of the worries from earlier in the evening trying to break through her bubble of contentment. “What is it?”

Before she knew his intention, Rory tossed her up into his arms, righting her askew glasses with a nudge from his nose and carrying her from beneath the boardwalk against his chest. “I want to see the famous matching shower curtain and towels.”

She tucked her face into his shoulder and laughed. “Done.”

Was it possible to fall asleep while being carried by her boyfriend through a sea of people on the boardwalk? Olive was preparing to test the hypothesis when Rory’s muscles turned to concrete. Enough that alarm shivered through Olive, her eyes flying open. She followed his line of sight and found a man staring back at Rory, appearing stunned and uncomfortable. They were roughly the same age, but the man was fair-haired and clean cut, where Rory was a beautiful storm cloud, always ready to throw a bolt of lightning.

“Who is that?” Olive asked.

Rory’s Adam’s apple rose and fell. “That’s him,” he said, turning on a heel and carrying Olive in the opposite direction from the man. “That’s the man I put in a coma.”


Chapter Fifteen


When Rory was seven, his father decided it was time he learned to swim. His mother had already put Andrew and Jamie through swimming lessons, but money was too tight to do the same for Rory. The sun had been blistering that Saturday afternoon and the community pool was packed so tight with locals trying to cool down, you couldn’t see the cracked, concrete bottom through the abundance of bodies. He could still remember standing at the edge, sweat rolling down his spine, wishing Jamie and Andrew weren’t at a birthday party. Wishing they’d come along, so he wouldn’t have to be alone with their father. He hadn’t spoken the entire way to the pool and it was anyone’s guess what mood he was in.

“What are you waiting for?” Rory’s father’s voice came from behind him. “I don’t have all day, kid. Jump in.”

Rory hadn’t bothered reminding the man he couldn’t swim—he already knew. Already knew that he’d only ever waded into the ocean up to his knees. What he didn’t know was that fear of the unknown scared Rory most of all. Would the water weigh him down? What would it be like to float and not be able to find the bottom with his feet? None of these questions could be voiced out loud, though. He’d be called a sissy boy. Or he’d simply be scoffed at. Maybe even pushed in before he was ready. No, he didn’t want that. He wanted to make sure he had time to gather a big breath.

Rory had closed his eyes, inhaled until his chest hurt and jumped into the pool, hoping his body would know what to do. Wishing his brothers were there. The cool wrapped around him, the soles of his feet touching scratchy concrete, and he’d propelled himself to the top, fighting through the panic in his mind, ordering himself to paddle his hands, the way he’d seen Andrew do. Kick. You’re supposed to kick, too. The first sound he heard upon breaching the surface was his father’s laughter. The outline of him had been shadowed, his stocky body outlined by the summer sun—and he’d been holding back the alarmed teenage lifeguard.

“Well done, kid,” his father had said, clapping slowly. “We might make a man out of you after all.”

Treading water and trying to keep the panic off his face, Rory remembered the unwanted pride that stole through him. He’d pleased his dad. Had that ever happened before? Jumping first and asking questions later had become a theme in his life after that day.

Right now, though? For the first time since the day he’d hurled himself into the community pool…he wasn’t jumping first and asking questions later. Not with Olive. When he found her, he’d wanted nothing more than to devour her. Keep her all to himself. But he’d stepped back, hadn’t he? He’d given her space to make sure he was the right man. He’d started the lifelong journey to improving himself. Staring back at that man on the boardwalk fifteen minutes ago, he hadn’t felt like an escaped animal. Every time he’d imagined running into the person he’d attacked, that’s how he assumed he’d feel. Like he should still be in a locked cell. But he had a new confidence in himself tonight—and it had felt damn good.

So good that he didn’t want to keep the past locked inside anymore. As he helped Olive off his bike and they walked toward her building, his pulse ticked loudly in his ears. What would she say if he told her everything? Already he knew the conversation was inevitable, her silent curiosity speaking volumes, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t nervous as hell to recount the night he acted like an animal. The night he was put away for the safety of the community.

When they were a few feet from the entrance, the doorman stepped to one side, holding the door open. Just like the last two times he’d encountered this guy, the doorman’s expression turned distasteful at the sight of Rory—and his confidence dipped momentarily. The guy had every right to regard him like a miscreant. Hadn’t he just fucked his sweet, beautiful girlfriend in public—hard and from behind—like the depraved asshole he was?

Olive tightened her grip on his hand and smiled up at him, though, and Rory remembered how she’d sighed into his chest when he picked her up. How she’d begged and gone down on her knees willingly. Eagerly. No, she’d been right there with him. He needed to respect that she knew her own mind, this incredibly intelligent girl.

Her smile dipped when she saw how the doorman sneered at Rory, her mouth opening in an outraged O. “Mike, this is Rory. He’s going to be here. A lot.” She leaned into Rory’s side and passed through the entrance, her chin raised. “We bid you goodnight.”

As soon as they were in the elevator, Rory let out the laugh he’d been holding, and Olive joined him. “We bid you goodnight?”

She pressed her palms to her pinkening cheeks. “Oh God. It seemed appropriate in my head, but then I just sounded like the dad from Mary Poppins.”

Rory pulled her into his arms, his body still shaking with amusement. “It was cute.”

Olive tilted her head back to meet his gaze. “That’s not the first time he looked at you like that, is it?”

Reluctantly, he shook his head.

“You should have told me.” She ran her hands up his chest, over his neck and into his hair. “It’s not okay. He doesn’t even know you.”

The elevator slowed to a stop and Rory swallowed. “You don’t know all of me yet, either. Is that something you really want, sunbeam?”

She knew he referred to the truth of the night he was arrested. Her solemn expression made that obvious. “Yes. I do.”

When the metal door slid open, Olive took Rory’s hand and led him into a carpeted hallway with sconces on the walls and apartment numbers engraved on golden plaques. He was glad to see the cameras located on either end of the hallway. It meant she’d be safe. Which meant he’d sleep soundly at night. The tight security didn’t make him feel any less out of place, but he focused on the hand inside his. How she gripped him so tightly and continued to throw reassuring looks over her shoulder, as if to say, you belong. You’re here because I need you.

Rory took a deep breath…and made the choice to believe her.

Olive stopped outside the door at the north end of the hallway, sliding her key into the lock and letting them inside. She flipped on the light and the first thing Rory saw was books. So many books. They were color coded and arranged on shelves, stacked on tables, in piles on the floor. Swanky or not, this place had Olive written on every inch of it. So he felt nothing but comfortable as he entered, following her lead and kicking off his shoes near the door.

He watched as she flitted from room to room, turning on lights and toeing stacks of books out of the way. She cleared paperwork off her kitchen table and looked at her reflection in the stainless steel refrigerator, patting down little flyaway hairs and fixing smudged eye makeup. They traded a laugh when she pressed a few buttons on her laptop and the sounds of Sting’s voice singing “Fields of Gold” filled up the apartment. Watching her set the mood was so fucking enjoyable, he had to tear his attention away to take in the rest of the apartment.

Straight ahead was the connected dining room and kitchen, which she’d painted a sunny yellow, two vases of daisies perched on the counter and table. Her Freud towel was drying over the back of a chair, and she’d left a half-drunk mug of tea beside an open textbook. To his left was a small living room, complete with a big trunk that doubled as a coffee table—and a suede couch, a pillow that looked as if it came from her bed on one end. That room led to a balcony with a view of the beach that had Rory whistling under his breath.

“You don’t even need to walk to the beach to visit me,” he said. “You can probably see me from here.”

“Nope. I’ve tried,” she returned, swinging around the kitchen’s partition wall and sliding toward him in her socks. “The up-close version of you is better, anyway.”

He leaned down and brushed their mouths together. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” She studied him, as if trying to gauge his reaction to the expensive apartment. Rory smiled back, letting her know he didn’t give a shit where they were, as long as it was the same place. “Come on,” she murmured, pleasure softening her features even more. “I believe you requested a shower curtain and towel viewing.”

Watching her tush sway on the way down the short hallway, Rory made an appreciative sound. “On second thought, maybe that can wait.”

He reached for Olive, but she evaded him with a giggle, dancing into the bathroom and flipping on the light. “May I present proof of my adulting skills.”

Rory craned his neck to peer into the immaculate bathroom…and dropped his head forward on a chuckle. Her shower curtain was a retro version of Belle from Beauty and the Beast. The cartoon character was naked—except for some well-placed books—and the towels were the exact shade of the purple streak in her hair.

“All right, baby, that’s pretty cute.” He slapped off the light and tugged her out of the bathroom, kissing her as they swayed down the hallway. “But if you’ve got Disney characters on your bedsheets, we might have a problem.”

She nibbled her bottom lip. “How late is Bed Bath & Beyond open?”

Rory narrowed his eyes.

“I’m kidding. They’re a tasteful heather gray.”

“Phew.”

There was another balcony attached to her bedroom, he saw, when the glow from her bedside table lamp was turned on. He went over to inspect, unlocking and sliding open the door to find a deckchair wedged in the corner. “You sunbathe out here?” He stepped outside and turned in a circle, noting how many other windows looked out onto that exact spot. “Ah, baby. You’re trying to kill me.”

“What?”

Don’t be a possessive asshole. “Nothing.” He looked back to find her sitting on the side of her huge, fluffy bed, complete with furry throw pillows. So soft and sexy and female in her pretty dress and the muted lamp light. “I can’t help wanting to be the only one who looks at you.” He reentered the room and advanced on her, loving the way her eyes raked over him, her body reclining slightly on the bed, as if she couldn’t help lying down for him. “I want you to know I’ve never been jealous. Not in my entire life. It’s all for you, so it’s…strong.”

“You don’t want me in my bathing suit on the balcony?”

“I want you to do it, even though it makes me crazy.” He stepped between her thighs and eased her all the way down onto the bed. “Don’t give me too many inches, okay, sunbeam? You’ll tempt me to take a mile.”

“I can do that.” Her breath caught as he lowered the side zipper on her dress and tugged off the garment, leaving it on the end of the bed. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered, staring down at perfection in panties and glasses. Nothing but panties and glasses. He trailed his fingertips from her neck, down between her bare breasts, circling them around her belly button. Watching her stomach hollow. “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, Olive Cunningham.” Rory stripped off his T-shirt and scooped her up, placing her in the center of the bed and setting her glasses out of harm’s way. Leaving his jeans on so he wouldn’t be tempted too soon, he dropped down beside her onto his back, stacking his hands underneath his head and staring up at the ceiling. “If I never brought up what happened tonight on the boardwalk…who we ran into…would you ask me?”

“No, but it would kill me,” she whispered, running her fingertips up and down the center of his chest. “Just like you can’t help being jealous, I can’t help being curious.”

God, it felt good lying with her there in the near-dark. Talking, touching, no fucking time limit. It wasn’t going to be an easy telling, but he would never be more comfortable unburdening himself than he was there, with Olive, in that moment. “Thanks. For letting me get here in my own time.” They traded a long look that made his heart squeeze. “The night I was arrested…” He tried to clear the discomfort from his throat, but it wasn’t going anywhere. “I was walking home from the Hut. Right there along the boardwalk, where we were tonight—and I couldn’t get a hold of Jamie. We were supposed to meet up for a beer. It’s not like him to flake. He’s always on time, always got something sarcastic to say when I show up late. But I was on time that night and he wasn’t there.”

Rory knew he was lingering over the insignificant details to delay what was coming, so he forced himself to push ahead.

“I went to Jamie’s assigned chair, thinking maybe he’d stayed late because some kids were still swimming—and I saw some older guys. They were in the water. Looked like they were wrestling or something, so I started to head back up to the boardwalk, but I heard one of them say Jamie. Say my brother’s name.” Rory closed his eyes and tried to breathe through the anger that heated his blood. All these years later, he couldn’t control it. “That guy we saw tonight. He was holding Jamie under the water.”

Olive’s skin turned icy against Rory’s and he instinctively turned and gathered her into his arms, rubbing circles onto her naked back, grateful for the job. It was a distraction from his leftover rage.

“They were letting him back up to breathe. They weren’t…I don’t think they were planning on drowning him. But they were drunk. I could tell that a mile away, could hear it in their voices. They could have made a mistake, you know? And there were five of them. Five on one.” His chest felt like it was caving in. “I’ve always been a fighter, baby, but I’ve never fought unfairly like that.”

“No, you wouldn’t.” Olive held him tightly, her face pressed into his neck. “You wouldn’t do that. I know that about you.”

“No. But I would keep hitting someone long after they passed out. I did.” He let out a shaking exhale into her hair. “His four friends couldn’t pull me off. I was an animal. I might have turned on them, too, if the cops hadn’t shown up. Wrestled me off.” He swallowed hard. “I could have killed him. I think I would have, Olive.”

She lifted her head and looked at him, sympathetic and trusting and sad…and he had to get out the rest. Had to get it out before he accepted the comfort he’d never expected and didn’t deserve.

“The guy I attacked…Jamie was the first man he’d been with. And I don’t know, he regretted it. Or hated that he didn’t regret it. But he had some alcohol and decided to take out whatever shit he was feeling on my brother.” He breathed in, breathed out. “What I did to him usually comes with a much longer sentence, but Jamie testified in court. Told the judge he could have…he…”

“He could have been killed,” Olive finished for him, a hitch in her voice. “It’s true, Rory. I don’t think you can let anger make decisions for you. Fighting and injuring someone is never the right answer, but…just hearing you tell the story makes me so mad, I’m not sure I wouldn’t have reacted the same way. I’m not sure anyone could help it.” She gathered him close and he let her, let the fact that she knew everything and still wanted him sink in. Christ, the relief of that made him dizzy. “They could have killed your brother. Seeing that kind of thing happen right in front of you, it’s no wonder you weren’t in your right mind.”

He nodded. “I only remember pieces. Even now.”

“Good. I’m think I’m glad you don’t remember every detail,” she said, smoothing his eyebrows with her thumbs. “Thank you for telling me.”

She brought their mouths together, kissing him softly and Rory made a rough sound. “Dammit, Olive. This shit is too heavy for you. I hate that I put any of this in your head.” He tunneled his fingers through her hair. “You should only hear and see and feel good things.”

For several beats, she only regarded him quietly. “The best endings come after a bad start. Good is only good if you’ve seen enough bad to appreciate it.”

If Rory hadn’t fallen in love with her at first sight, it would have happened right there, lying in the center of her bed in that ritzy as hell apartment. He was so fucking deep in love with her, he was never going to reach the bottom. The rest of his life would consist of sinking, down, down, down, further into love with this girl. Olive. His Olive.

“Talk to me,” he rasped, running his palm over the valley of her side, resting it on her hip. “Tell me about school. Tell me about the last book you read. I want to hear about every second you spent away from me today.”

She snuggled closer, the peaks of her tits pressing into his chest hair, and Rory stifled a groan. “Um, okay. While I was in class today, I…was in deep, deep concentration—”

“Good girl.”

“—listening for your bike engine to come back.”

“Ah.” He tucked his tongue into his cheek. “Shit. Sorry.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Nope, definitely not.”

They shared a quiet laugh, their bodies pressing closer, her bare feet tucking between his calves, her warm pussy resting against the bulge behind his fly. Hell and heaven fucking collide. There wasn’t a chance of Rory keeping his right hand from sneaking over her hip to grip that sweet, little butt, molding it in his palm.

“Um.” Color stained her cheeks. “The last book I read was called You Are a Badass.”

Rory raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t see that coming,” he drawled. “Did you find out you already are a badass?”

“Yes. But it never helps to learn new tips and tricks.”

“Maybe.” Rory used his grip on her backside to grind her against his lap, taking her mouth in a no-bullshit kiss. When he freed her mouth, he was pleased to find her panting. “Look, Olive. I know I’ve had some issues with you being so young.”

“Really? I didn’t notice.”

“Quiet, badass.” He slapped her tush and swallowed her resulting gasp with his mouth, drawing her into a kiss that had them both moaning. “Yeah, I made your age into a problem, but I want you to know…it isn’t one, anymore. You moved here alone, set up this place exactly how you wanted it. You’re going to school and making friends. You’re killing it for any age, sunbeam.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “Am I allowed to be proud of you?”

“I’ll allow it,” Olive said haltingly. “It’s really nice, actually. Having someone be proud of me.” She paused. “I know I should be grateful to my parents…the channel allows me to live in a place like this and go to school without worrying about loans, but sometimes I think I’d wish it all away just to hear them say I’m doing a good job.”

The sadness in her voice shredded his insides. “I’ve never had a whole lot of money, Olive, but I know there’s no amount that could replace time with you. Proud of you? I’m blown away. As far as I’m concerned, you got here on your own—and thank God you did.” He swallowed. “My family can be yours. Me, Andrew, Jamie, Jiya. You’ve already got me, but there’s an us, too, when you’re ready.”

“Thank you.” Olive blinked a few times, dipped her head and lifted it again. She smiled, slinging a leg over Rory’s hips and straddling him. “Now this,” she breathed, looking down at him from beneath weighted eyelids. “…is badass.”

“Oh yeah?” he asked, following her lead and changing the subject, because he sensed she needed to. “Depends what you do from up there.”

He lifted her with his hips—and Olive let out a yelp of pain.

Rory jackknifed, his heart firing up into his throat. “Oh my God. What happened?” He ran his hands over her body, searching for injury, his pulse drumming in his ears. “Please tell me I didn’t hurt you.”

“No, it’s fine.” She clasped his face between her hands. “It’s fine, it just turns out…well, I wasn’t expecting it, but I’m just a little, uh…sore. Tender. Down there.”

“Jesus.” He scrubbed at the pain in his chest, but that only made it worse. “Wait here. I’m going to go throw myself off the balcony.”

“Would you stop it?” She laughed, pushing him back down onto the bed, locking their lips together and gradually pressing their lower bodies together. As if he wasn’t consumed by enough guilt, his cock reacted to the warm pressure of her pussy like a fucking torpedo preparing to launch. “It’s just a little sore, but…I still want you,” she murmured, gently rolling her hips. “Really bad.”

Rory twisted his fingers in the sheets and waited for his eyes to uncross. “Are you sure, sunbeam? You’re not just saying that because I’m hard? Because I hate to break it to you, it’s like that any time you’re around.” He waited until she met his gaze. “We don’t have to do a damn thing. I will lie here and hold you. It’ll be more than I could ever ask for.”

“Really not making me want you any less,” she whispered, right before unzipping his jeans and tugging the denim down, along with his briefs, leaving them bunched at his knees. When she crawled back up for a kiss, Rory kicked his garments the rest of the way off, greeting her with his tongue and lips. He didn’t know whether to lose himself in the taste of her mouth or marvel over the gorgeous tits swaying above his chest, the thighs moving restlessly on the outsides of his. Mostly, more than anything on the planet, he just wanted to get her off. Because she needed it.

“Baby,” he managed in between long, drugging kisses. “I don’t have to be inside of you. To make you come.” He reached down and fisted his cock, moving it up and back between her thighs, cursing over the slickness between her folds. “Rub your little clit on me. Enjoy my cock. It’s there for your personal use.”

A shudder wracked Olive and she fell forward onto his chest, her hips shifting as she found the exact right angle…and Rory watched with satisfaction as her eyes rolled back in her head, her hips beginning to pump, sliding her pussy up and down his swollen cock. “Rory,” she choked out. “Oh God. It’s so sensitive.”

“Lean into it, baby. Nothing wrong with that.” He gave her bottom a light slap. “Grind.”

With their gazes locked, Olive did as he instructed, dropping forward to moan into his shoulder, but she didn’t press down enough to muffle the sound, and he hoped everyone in the surrounding apartments heard it. Heard his girl taking her orgasm. From him. It was his fucking job and everyone would know he did it well, whether they heard her whimpering as they walked down their fancy hallway or spotted her in the elevator with a dazed expression on her face.

“Oh. Oh.” She threw her head back, mouth open, her hips busy, busy, moving faster. “I’m going to. I’m going to.”

“Good girl. Give your wet pussy what it needs.”

“I am. Y-you are.”

“Who, baby?”

“Rory.”

It took her another few seconds to come, and Rory had to fight to stay still while she rode up and back on his length, tucking her thighs back and rubbing her clit on his dick like she would die without the friction. Sweat formed on his upper lip, his chest, his brow. If his hands wrapped around the sheets any tighter, he was going to rip them to shreds. His balls throbbed, the same thick tempo echoing in his head. Don’t move. Don’t move. She’s going off…

Rory actually shouted when she hit her peak, it was so hot to witness. She bore down on him, trembling violently, eyes blind. “Goddammit, how can you be so beautiful?” Rory gritted out, flipping her over onto her back and standing above her on his knees, cock in hand, stroking himself at the pace a man only hit when he neared the end and wanted the agony over. She panted below him in the sheets, her belly directly below the erection he jacked off, her blonde hair spread out around her like spilled paint. “You look like a fucking angel, but I’m going to come all over you, anyway. Going to mark what’s mine.”

A look of wonder crossed Olive’s face, as if she’d only caught on that he was out of his mind obsessed with her. That wonder turned to innocence as she arched her back and shook her tits for his entertainment and Rory came with a roar, moisture leaving him in white ropes and striping her belly, her breasts, before finally dripping on the ruined thong that covered only a strip of her pussy. Coming that hard twice in one night must have been a shock to the system, because he couldn’t get his shaking body under control. It kept up as he found a towel in her bathroom and cleaned her off carefully. And it was only beginning to subside when he fell onto the bed and gathered Olive up into his arms, raining kisses on her hair, her cheeks, her mouth.

“Rory,” she said into the darkness. “Will you be here in the morning?”

“Of course I will, sunbeam,” he answered, covering her in the light sheet. “I have to prep the bar, but I won’t leave without saying goodbye, all right?”

If he’d been more alert or less drained by what they’d just done, maybe he would have noticed how she rapidly deflated in relief. And wondered why.


Chapter Sixteen


Olive had never been so warm and relaxed in her life.

She usually woke to a distinct sense of woe, knowing she’d have to drag herself out of bed, perform hygienic rituals and slog to class. This morning was another story entirely. She might as well have been floating on a river of golden orbs to the soundtrack of babbling water. Her limbs wouldn’t move and that was A-OK with her. Moving seemed totally overrated when Rory had her wrapped in a bear hug and her bare backside was tucked into his lap.

A smile curved her lips as she opened her eyes and stared at their reflection in her hanging mirror across the room. Their size difference and…just plain differences were on full display. He was tall, hard-bodied and covered in ink, dark hair in a messy wreath around his head. Olive was small, paler, fair, not a tattoo to be found. Rory had a possessive arm slung over her middle, his softly breathing mouth lost somewhere in her hair. The hair on his thighs tickled the backs of her legs, and somehow that was a wild turn-on.

What would they do when he woke up? Would he roll her over onto her stomach and just pressssss inside of her hot and slow? She recalled his gruff morning voice from the last time they’d spent the night together and wanted to hear it again, abrasive and urgent in her ear.

Olive closed her eyes and focused on keeping her breathing even, lest she wake up her boyfriend with horny face in full effect. Although, Rory definitely wouldn’t mind. As if his body sensed hers was awake, his erection swelled against her bottom, pressing into the split of her cheeks. Olive mouthed oh my God at her reflection in the mirror, her eyelids fluttering at the new sensations. Not only was she waking up in a man’s arms, she was waking up beside a sexy, caring, sensitive, magnetic man who she also happened to be in love with.

So in love she wondered if he could hear the rapid acceleration of her heart. The way it rebounded off her ribs like a ping pong ball in a dryer.

I should tell him.

At the very notion, her stomach turned over and the beating of her heart took on a different quality. A nervous one. Before she’d fallen asleep last night, she’d dropped from the highest high, down to an unstable precipice. She was falling deeper and deeper in love with Rory, but the fall only seemed to be making her more scared. More apprehensive over how long he’d remain in her life.

Sure, the way Rory felt about her was in every touch, every kiss and word. But he had his insecurities and the past to overcome. Her heart believed he would come back to her every night. Her head was a different story, though. He’d walked away once. He’d walked away. And if he did it again, after her feelings for him had gone past the point of return, would she survive it?

Needing some air, Olive eased out from beneath Rory’s heavy arm, one corner of her mouth edging up as he rolled onto his back, arms and chest flexing as he stretched and went still again. She could have sat there memorizing every inch of him, but she rose instead and threw on an old T-shirt, wanting to get her head on straight before Rory woke up.

Quietly as possible, Olive brushed her teeth, then padded down the short hallway into the kitchen. Upon entering the apartment last night, she’d been so distracted by Rory’s presence, she hadn’t even removed her phone from her purse. If that didn’t prove her infatuation, nothing would, since Olive hadn’t slept without her cell charging on her nightstand since she’d bought it in high school.

She found her purse where she’d dropped it on the dining room table and slid out the device, swallowing hard when she saw a text message on the screen from her mother. They hadn’t spoken in a week and only in a cursory how-are-you-settling-in type of way. Their conversations hadn’t been anything but forced in a long time, and every once in a while, Olive sensed her mother wanting to dig deeper. Maybe even apologize for how the family had been divided with everyone on one side and Olive on the other. But it never actually happened. Because of that, every time they hung up from a phone call, Olive only felt worse. Less connected to the people she used to spend every waking moment with.

After a moment of hesitation, Olive slid her thumb across the screen, unlocked the phone and went to her messages.

Hey sweetie! Just wanted to give you a heads-up, in case you watch the new episode. We needed a new toy unboxing space for the channel and your room was our only option. We’ll make sure you’ve got somewhere to sleep when you come to visit, so no worries! Maybe we’ll even have a resort adventure next time you make it down here! Just didn’t want you to be caught off guard. The new episode is so fun. Gadget Mania! Love you, Mom

The numbness started at the top of Olive’s head and spread down, into her belly, through her fingers and toes. She stared at the screen so long, the words started to blur together. Acid crept up the walls of her throat and into her dry mouth, eradicating the minty goodness her toothpaste had left behind. Most of all, there was pure sadness. Emptiness. Exactly how she’d felt the afternoon she’d walked into the house and found them making a video without her. Betrayed. Dumped.

They’d finally erased her for good.

Olive heard the bed creak down the hallway and dropped the phone. Didn’t even bother picking it up. She wrung the fingers of her right hand in her left, trying to fix the numbness, but it didn’t work. Even her lungs lacked feeling. She couldn’t even be sure she was breathing.

When Rory walked into the room pulling on his T-shirt, Olive backed up automatically, her butt running into the kitchen table and jostling the vase of daisies.

“Morning, sunbeam,” Rory said in that hoarse morning voice, his head popping through the top of his shirt. “Early class, right? I can give you a ride there, but I can’t stick around this time to drive you back.” His expression told Olive he was troubled by that fact, but she couldn’t process the reason behind it. Couldn’t think of anything but the text message. How completely untethered she was now to her family. Officially carved out.

“Y-you know…yeah. I’m, um…I can take the bus both ways.” She crouched down on stiff legs and picked up her phone, leaving it face down on the table. “You should get to the bar.”

As soon as the suggestion was out of Olive’s mouth, she breathed easier. The part of her that wanted nothing more than to spend time with Rory was not in control. Nowhere to be found. And her heart was too bruised to work or stop her. She just wanted away. Away from anything else that could cause damage—and Rory had already caused some. Hadn’t he?

Yes. Oh God, she couldn’t open herself up to get set aside again.

She’d had her head in the clouds. She’d been naïve to think this was forever.

Forever? Seriously?

They’d only known each other for a few weeks and he’d broken up with her once already. It was only a matter of time before it happened again. She didn’t want the emptiness anymore. The sense of loss inflicted by her parents was terrible, but she’d put herself on the road to living with it. Functioning despite the hurt. Adding the potential loss of Rory was unwise. It would kill her if it happened.

“Olive.” Rory’s dark eyebrows drew together. He took a step in her direction, but she jerked back again—splashing water from the vase onto the table—and her obvious alarm seemed to skyrocket his own. “Jesus, baby. What’s wrong?”

She exhaled slowly. “Nothing.”

“Like hell.” His concerned gaze ran the length of her, his tan skin turning chalky. “Is it…worse today? The soreness?”

“No, it’s nothing like that. It’s nothing at all.” Having regained a small semblance of her equilibrium, Olive moved behind the table, pinched a napkin out of the holder and mopped up the water she’d spilled. “I just have to get ready for class.”

“Good.” His eyes stalked her every movement. “I’ll wait.”

“Rory…”

“What?” He shook his head. “Something’s up. You’re scaring the hell out of me.”

“Me?” Olive scoffed, hating her tone. “I should be scared.”

“What does that mean?”

This wasn’t going to work. She couldn’t tell him the truth. Couldn’t tell him about the news from her family. How it had gutted her. Made her realize how foolish she was being to trust him again. He would convince her otherwise. He’d make promises and kiss her and she would be a goner. Even now, his energy across the room was tugging the low muscles in her belly, the complicated ones around her heart. Every part of this man affected every part of her. She just had to make him go. God, just go, before you make me hurt worse.

Last night at the carnival, she’d landed on the theory that Rory was drawn to her because she’d needed saving. Maybe he would lose interest the longer she went standing on her own two feet, neglecting to step in front of buses or almost drown. He could get bored. She wouldn’t be fulfilling that need to save someone, left over from his bad home life. The abuse his mother had suffered when he was in prison.

To Olive’s desperate brain, it all made sense. He wouldn’t want her for long. He would leave. He would cut her off, just like her family had done. It would hurt. Too much to survive.

“Rory, I think…I just think…” Olive’s eyes landed on the textbook lying open on the table. “I think it’s better if I just focus on school right now. I-I shouldn’t have ditched my friends last night. They’re the people I should be spending time with. People who value the same things as me. School. Getting my education. I can’t…this won’t work.”

If possible, Rory’s face paled further. “You’re giving me the smart girl look.”

Even though she didn’t have a clue what that meant, Olive didn’t like it. How was she looking at him? She couldn’t even remember what she’d just said. “I’m sorry, Rory,” she said on a trembling exhale. “I can’t.”

“Can’t be with me,” he rasped, his eyes taking on a far-off quality. “Dammit, sunbeam. My gut is telling me to shake you, kiss you, find out why you’re scared of me all of a sudden. Is it…it’s because of what I told you, right? My arrest—”

“No. That’s not it.”

The denial burst out of Olive, but he talked right over her, seemingly beyond listening.

“I promised myself if you cut me off, I would man up and respect it. Leave you alone,” he said, the words sounding raw as cut glass. “My bones tell me to do the opposite, though, baby. I’m standing here and you’re in pain for some reason and I don’t know what the fuck to do.”

This time, it was Olive’s turn to not listen. Her heart plummeted at the misery in his voice, but her mind snagged on only one part of his ravaged explanation. I promised myself if you cut me off, I would man up and respect it. Leave you alone.

“Did you ever think this was going to work out?” Hot tears crowded against the backs of her eyelids. “Or were you just waiting for a signal to walk away again?”

Rory’s gaze sharpened. “Is that what this is about?” He made a rough sound. “If I could go back in time, I would run after you. It kills me that I didn’t.”

Olive could feel herself weakening. She had to press her hip into the table until it hurt to keep her feet from moving. Carrying her in his direction, where she knew he’d pick her up, hold her, take away the ache in her chest. “That’s not what this is about.” She barely managed to whisper the lie. “I have to get ready for school. I have to do what’s best for me. Please, just…”

Her throat closed up, refusing to let her say go.

Rory filled in the blanks with a desolate expression. “I’ll go,” he said, rubbing the heel of his hand against the middle of his ribcage. “If you think me leaving is what’s best for you, I have no choice.” Before she could prepare, he came around the table and moved in close, so close she could feel the kiss of his breath on her lips, the heat of his body caressing her skin. “I’ll go, but you listen to me, Olive Cunningham. Go live your life. I hope you believe me when I say I hope you have the best fucking life, baby. I want everything for you.” In her periphery, she could see his fists clench at his sides, as if he wanted to reach for her but wouldn’t. “While you’re out living that life, remember I’ll be out there somewhere. Living for you. And if you want me back for one day—one minute—I’m yours. And I’ll do it over and over again, no matter how many times you decide this is wrong afterward. I’ll wait around to worship you, sunbeam. Any time you want me. Do you understand?” He leaned in and she whimpered, preparing for a kiss, reeling from the vow he’d just made. “I’ll love you with this black soul until God tears it out of me.”

Even as her heart soared, a voice doubted in the back of her mind. No. No, she couldn’t know for sure if he loved her. He might just think he did.

Rory started to back away slowly.

I love you, too. Oh God, I love you so much.

Her mind screamed the words at his back as he pivoted and walked out the door.

The silence that descended was so loud, she could hear the dull pitch of the ocean, layered beneath her own wheezing breaths. Common sense warred with the crazy, authentic, untamed love inside of Olive, keeping her rooted to the spot.

He’s gone. He’s gone, so I can’t get hurt.

He’s gone, so I’ll hurt forever.

It was a losing battle. And in that moment, shaken, lonely, heartbroken and still in shock from what her family had done, she was too weak to fight.

*     *     *

It was late Friday afternoon when Olive realized she’d been sitting in the student library for…three hours. Really? She’d come in to check out a book and that book still sat in front of her on the polished mahogany table. Unopened. She’d been doing this a lot since Tuesday morning. Zoning out. Forgetting why she’d walked into rooms…or why she’d left the apartment. It was probably better that way, her brain blurring reality and making her surroundings feel like lethargic dreams in which she wasn’t actually participating.

Olive opened the book sitting in front of her and closed it again, burying her fingers in her hair, inhaling deeply and trying to block out the stunted sound of her heartbeat. It seemed to follow her every place she went, blaming her for its cracks.

How was it possible Rory had walked out of her apartment three days ago? It could have happened an hour ago, the horrible finality of the moment was so fresh and sharp. And yet, it also felt like it happened nine months ago. She no longer had any frame of reference for time, except school. Get up, get dressed, get on the bus, pretend to listen in class, go home and stare blankly at convoluted notes.

Olive’s gaze drifted over to the screen of her phone, noticing the date—and not for the first time. This evening was Rory’s mother’s birthday party. She’d told him she would go and now it was only hours away. What was he feeling? Had he backed out? God, she hoped not.

Olive was in the process of pushing back from the table, intending to replace the book on the shelf and make her way to the bus stop, but Leanne plopped down at the table with a smack of her gum, earning them an evil look from the librarian.

“Hey you,” she said, giving Olive a soft punch in the shoulder. “You’re here late.”

“Yeah, I know.” As she’d been doing all week, Olive forced a smile on to her face that honestly, just felt freakishly unnatural. But it was better than her alternative downer face. “Just doing some reading before heading back to Long Beach. Why are you here?”

“Had a meeting with the guidance counselor.”

Olive nodded. “You walking to the bus stop? I’ll tag along.”

“In a minute.” Leanne drummed her fingers on the table, ignoring the exasperated sigh from the librarian. “Tagged you in some pictures on Facebook and you haven’t even commented. Are we even friends if people don’t witness it virtually?”

“Sorry, I…” Olive snatched up her phone and tapped the blue and white icon. “I haven’t been on. I haven’t—”

“Been doing much of anything?” Her friend passed her a half-smile. “You’ve been behaving like a zombie. I was worried our professor was going to use you as a case study. Classic Incurable Heartbreak-itis, wouldn’t you agree, class?”

She massaged her forehead with three fingers. “Ugh, we’ve only been friends for, like, a month, and I’ve swung between hormonally charged and despondent. No judgment for cutting your losses and running. Seriously.”

“Shut up.” Leanne nodded at Olive’s phone. “Well. Comment, dammit. Get back in my good graces.”

“Okay, okay.” Olive went to her notifications and saw that Leanne had tagged her in four photos. When she clicked on the first one, her heart went flying up into her mouth. Rory. There he was. Behind the bar in the Castle Gate. He looked…devastated. Crazed, even. Whatever he was looking at had upset him greatly. To the point that Jamie was restraining him. “When did you take this?”

“The night we went out with those senior douches.” She shrugged. “I snapped it when we walked into the bar and I recognized Rory from the milkshake shop. That’s around the time he saw Zed’s arm around your shoulders.”

“Oh,” Olive said, sounding small. Desperate to see more of the man she’d been missing like an amputated limb, she swiped to the next picture and her stomach took a dive. Taken the day he’d picked her up from school, the photo showed Rory leaning against his bike like the world’s most delicious bad boy, grinning as she approached. Olive’s pulse turned choppy, that familiar loneliness stealing over her. Shit. Oh shit. She missed him so badly. How had she not fully realized the way Rory looked at her? Like she was…walking on water or something.

Urgency trickled into her bloodstream. As if she needed to get out of there. But she remained in the seat, needing to see another picture of Rory more than oxygen.

It was them in the milkshake shop, sitting in the booth. That very first day.

Olive didn’t even have the words to describe the shot. It was…

Love at first sight. No arguments. No denying it.

Rory’s jaw was flexed, his green eyes awed. Olive looked like she was trying to catch a mouthful of bees. And they both looked a little scared.

“Wow.” Moisture ran down her cheeks. “Y-you take incredible pictures.”

“That’s what I was talking to the guidance counselor about. I’m switching my major to photography.” Leanne smirked to let Olive know she was kidding. “Olive, that fucker is crazy about you. I don’t know what happened, but there has to be a solution.”

Olive scrolled to the final picture and the breath clogged in her lungs. “When…”

“That afternoon we studied at that outdoor café. Remember?”

Barely. There were bits and pieces, but if she recalled correctly, the study date was the day after she and Rory broke up on the sidewalk across the street from her building. And yet there he was, in the background of the picture, watching her from a distance. He was getting ready to turn and leave, seeming almost exasperated with himself. But there was no denying the absolute yearning on his tired, unshaven face. It was stark and obvious and breathtaking.

“Why didn’t you tell me he was there?”

“Maybe I should have.” Leanne shrugged. “I’d only seen you guys together once before that day. I wasn’t sure if he was stalking you or just…fucking heartsick. Guess I wanted to be sure it was the latter before I encouraged you to get back in touch with him, but that happened all by itself.” She flung her arms out dramatically. “Now here we are again.”

Olive stared at the picture until her vision blurred. He’d never really left her, had he? To a degree, she’d known that. Known that he’d escorted her bus to school, driven past her building. Having proof that he’d missed her, that he’d never checked out of their relationship…it was powerful knowledge. She’d never truly been abandoned by Rory. Not even for one single day.

Rory’s name was highlighted, meaning he’d been tagged in the pictures. After only a moment’s hesitation, Olive tapped on it and was taken to his profile. Nothing had changed. He still had the same picture of them behind the school. They were still listed as In a Relationship. He probably hadn’t logged on once since she’d made the accounts. He’d never had any use for social media…

No. Wait, he had been on Facebook. Olive’s hand slowly came up to cover her mouth.

He’d checked in at the milkshake shop. Every day since she’d thrown him out.

Oh God. She’d thrown him out of her apartment. Out of her life.

How could she have done that? She was in love with this man. Fierce, unmovable love—and he felt the same for her. Not being in his arms at that very second was agonizing.

While you’re out living that life, remember I’ll be out there somewhere. Living for you. And if you want me back for one day—one minute—I’m yours. And I’ll do it over and over again, no matter how many times you decide this is wrong afterward. I’ll wait around to worship you, sunbeam. Any time you want me. Do you understand?

Olive stood fast enough to send her chair flying backward. She hadn’t lost him yet. She could fix this. God, please let me be able to fix this. When Rory told her he would wait indefinitely, she believed him. She trusted him. He would never hurt her again.

She would never hurt him again, either.

And she’d start by keeping her promise.

Olive fumbled with her phone until she found the right contact and hit send. “Jiya?” A hum of reservation was her only greeting. Fair enough. Jiya was loyal to Rory, and Olive was grateful for that. He deserved to have people in his corner. Still, thank God they’d traded phone numbers the day Jiya had driven her home from Rory’s house. “Can you tell me the address for the birthday party?” Silence passed. “Please?”

A moment later, Olive leapt up from her chair and drew Leanne into a hug. “Thank you for helping me pull my head out of my ass.” She squeezed her friend hard. “I owe you big time.”

With that, she ran from the library, backpack in hand.

“I still don’t see any comments,” Leanne called after her.


Chapter Seventeen


Rory’s hands protested as he turned the bolt connecting the table to its base. He was beginning to strip the metal by twisting the screwdriver over and over, but he was enjoying the strain in his hands. It lessened the pressure in his chest by one percent—and for now, that was just enough to keep him from falling off the deep end.

Finally, he dropped the screwdriver and sat back on the floor. He looked around at the overturned tables. Old ones that used to grace the dining room upstairs but had since been retired to storage downstairs. Every single one of them had been flipped over, the bases detached and refastened, the tops sanded down. He’d been in the basement of the Castle Gate since last night completing the task. The chair legs were next. That might prevent him for another couple hours from going to find Olive. Just to see her. Just to make sure she was all right. Was one glimpse so much to ask?

He buried his head in his hands and felt stickiness oozing from his palms, blood mixed with grease that he quickly wiped on his jeans.

Rory was in hell. How he’d managed to survive since Tuesday without seeing Olive was beyond him. Could he manage it for the rest of his life? No. No fucking way. He had to leave town. If he saw her with another guy, rationality wouldn’t be an option. Hell, he was bleeding and sweating in a dark basement—he wasn’t rational now.

Just like he’d been doing for the last seventy-eight hours, he replayed the scene in Olive’s apartment. How she’d been white as a sheet when he’d come out of the bedroom. How she’d jumped when he spoke. He still had a suspicion that something happened before he woke up. That he was missing a piece of the puzzle. Still, there was no denying that he’d hurt her. She’d been harboring pain since the first time he’d left—and Jesus Christ, knowing that he’d hurt Olive in any way was like nails driving into his skull. He’d missed it. He’d missed how badly she’d been affected by their break-up. If he’d known, if he’d had a fucking inkling, he would have spent every second reassuring her. Now it was too late.

He’d lost the girl of his dreams.

No, that wasn’t right. She was the reason he’d started to dream again.

Feeling that familiar constriction in his throat, Rory cleared it hard as he could and snatched up the screwdriver, walking on his knees toward the next defunct table. Before he could begin the exhaustive process of unscrewing the ancient, rusted bolts, the light in the basement came on. He squinted toward the stairs to find Jamie and Andrew at the top, identical expression of what the fuck on their faces. When they’d opened the door, sounds from the bar upstairs came flooding in and Rory realized it must be early evening. Jesus, how long had he been down there?

“Hey, man,” Andrew said, descending the stairs, Jamie behind him. “We’re on the way to mom’s party. Stopped by to pick you up.”

The party was today? Rory swiped the back of his wrist across his forehead, probably leaving a streak of filth behind. Olive was supposed to go with him to see his mother for the first time in years, but there wasn’t a hope in hell of that now. More than anything, he wanted to stay there on the floor, causing himself physical pain to distract from the destruction of his heart. He wouldn’t, though.

Olive had woken something up inside of him. The need to be a better man. Not only for her, but himself. That was why he hadn’t immediately gotten shitfaced when Olive kicked him to the curb. He wouldn’t go back to that. He wouldn’t go back to being unworthy of her. Unworthy of respect. Even if he couldn’t have Olive anymore, he wouldn’t squander the spirit of hope and optimism she’d handed him like a selfless gift. If he squandered what she’d given him, he squandered Olive. And the difference she’d made in him was all he had left of her.

Though it was difficult, Rory braced a hand on the wall and struggled to his feet, his legs half asleep from being in awkward positions on the hard concrete floor. “All right,” he said, sounding like his vocal cords had been severed. “Let’s go.”

Jamie came forward and pried the screwdriver out of his hand, unable to hide his wince at the condition of Rory’s hand. “Let’s swing by the house first and grab you a shower. Maybe a change of clothes.”

“I can’t. I have to just go like this. If I stop to think, I’ll just stop. I’ll just stop.”

After a few seconds of silence, Andrew coughed into his fist. “I think I’ve got some extra shirts down here. They probably say Bud Light on them, but…”

While his older brother rummaged through boxes, Jamie went into the small employee bathroom, emerging with a fist full of wet paper towels. “Don’t move.”

Rory had been caring for himself out of necessity since he could remember. He’d been the last kid to come along, after the bright, shiny idea of a happy family had gone out the window for his parents. After their relationship had gone from occasionally volatile to strictly volatile. So he’d stayed out of the way, got himself ready for school. Fed himself when necessary. But hell if Rory didn’t stand there in the basement of the Castle Gate and let Jamie clean his face and hands while Andrew changed his soiled shirt. He just couldn’t do it himself today. Maybe tomorrow.

On the way out of the bar, Andrew stole an order of French fries from the kitchen and ordered Rory to eat them. He sat in the back of Andrew’s car now—Jamie in the passenger seat—eating what tasted to him like cardboard out the Styrofoam container. The Revivalists drifted through the speakers, but the windows were down and the rush of the wind prevented Rory from making out the words. It was overcast outside, getting ready to rain and he was glad for it. He wouldn’t have been able to stand the sunshine and face his mother, his guilt, all in one day.

Jamie made eye contact with him in the rearview mirror. “You good?”

Rory managed a nod.

“It’s going to be fine. You’ll wonder why you stayed away so long.”

They drove without speaking for a while. “You want to talk about what happened with Olive?”

Jamie sent their older brother a look. “Have I ever complimented your impeccable sense of timing?”

“It’s fine.” Rory set the fries aside and massaged the bridge of his nose. When was the last time he’d slept? Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Olive backing away from him, so he’d flat out stopped trying. “She gave me the smart girl look.”

“What’s that?” Andrew asked.

He let his head fall back against the seat, way too exhausted and empty to have the conversation. “She’s focusing on school. She needs people around her who value the same things. I don’t blame her. I…don’t blame her.” He swallowed the knot in his throat. “She might have let me try to be what she needed, but…I don’t know. I wasn’t worth the risk when I’d already left and hurt her. Don’t blame her, okay? She’s fucking perfect,” he finished under his breath. “Just don’t let me go see her. I told her I’d let her live her life. If I see her, I’ll…”

Jamie turned in the passenger seat. “What?”

“Beg. I’ll fucking beg to have her back.” He blew out a breath. “She doesn’t need that.”

It took another fifteen minutes to reach Queens and they eventually turned down the block to their aunt’s house where Molly Prince had been living for the past four years. Rory couldn’t even remember the last time he’d been there. Probably for Thanksgiving or one of the other holidays they only celebrated casually now. The street had been cleaned up, repaved. Trees lined either side, the same bodega sat on the corner, but it had gotten a new awning. Rain had started falling lightly from the sky now and the windshield wipers squeaked as Andrew parallel parked along the curb.

Andrew shut off the engine and met Rory’s eyes in the rearview. “She doesn’t know you’re coming, so why don’t you get your head on straight and come in when you’re ready?”

Jaw tight, Rory nodded, grateful for the silence that descended when the car was empty. He’d been dreading the moment he would see his mother again for so long. Now that it was here, though? It wasn’t as daunting. Maybe because he’d unburdened himself to Olive about how he’d left his mother to face the abuse alone…and she’d still wanted him. For a little while, only. But that still counted for something. No, it counted for everything.

He could do this. He might be at his weakest today, but overall, he was stronger from his time with Olive. He was a better version of himself. She’d made him take a look at himself in the mirror and realize he didn’t want to be lacking anymore. Made him realize he was in control of the future and could move on from the past, little by little.

God, he wished she was there.

Rain started to come down heavier on the roof of the car, signaling an imminent downpour. He already looked like shit and didn’t need to resemble a drowned rat on top of his three-day beard and sunken eyes. Better get inside now. After several bracing breaths through his nose, Rory pushed out of the car, not bothering to shield himself from the rain as his long strides ate up the sidewalk. He made it to the end of the walkway leading to the house…and that’s where his head of steam started to evaporate. Everything inside him felt so fucking unsteady. Could he really go in there and come face to face with his mother in this weakened state? What if she resented him? Would he be able to handle that when he’d already been cut off at the knees by Olive not wanting him anymore?

The rain started to pick up while he hesitated at the end of the path. Make a decision.

His breathing turned choppy, his feet inching backward—

“Rory!”

His head whipped to the right. And there was Olive, running toward him down the sidewalk, soaked. Soaked head to toe in sandals and a blue and white flowery dress, looking more beautiful than anything he’d ever witnessed in his entire life. He turned on a dime, his skin screaming for contact with hers—but he stopped short, his hands dropping back to his sides. Why was she there? Don’t hope. Don’t you dare fucking hope she came to be with you. It would burn him at the stake if that wasn’t the case.

“Olive,” he rasped, feeling like a leashed animal being held back by sheer willpower instead of a harness. “What are you doing here?”

“I…” She took a step closer, pushing wet hair out of her face. “I told you I’d go with you. To the party.”

His mind raced, trying to read between the lines. “You came because you didn’t want to break a promise?” He shook his head. “That’s sweet. That’s just like you, sunbeam. But please go home. Don’t you know it’s killing me to look at you?”

“I’m sorry.” She covered her face with her hands, then let them drop. “I’m sorry for what I said, Rory. For making you leave. I was wrong. I-I…” A big hiccup left her mouth. “I miss you so much, I can’t think or eat or sleep or read. Why are you looking at me like I’m a bomb that might go off at any second? I know I deserve it, but…”

The words I miss you so much were winging around Rory’s brain like boomerangs. She missed him. She missed him. He opened his mouth to ask her what that meant, but it occurred to him in one fell swoop that she was getting more drenched by the second. What if she got sick? No, he wouldn’t let that happen. Praying the car door hadn’t locked behind him, Rory guided her to Andrew’s vehicle and pulled the back seat door handle, breathing a sigh of relief when it opened. “Let’s talk in here. I can’t concentrate when you’re getting wet.”

“Okay.”

As soon as the door closed, Rory was in a potent combination of heaven and hell. He was near enough to Olive in the back seat that their thighs brushed, but he wasn’t sure if she wanted to be touched yet. So he just waited. Waited, breathed and stayed as still as possible so he wouldn’t lunge for the girl staring up at him with the most incredible eyes on the planet. The girl he loved so much, he was half-delirious just sharing the same oxygen with her.

Olive’s inhale was stuttered. “The morning I asked you to leave, I woke up to a text from my mother. They’d turned my old bedroom into a toy unboxing space. For the channel.” Her audible swallow mingled with the rain pelting the rear window. “It was like being abandoned all over again and then I c-couldn’t think of anything but the time you left. And how bad it would hurt if you did it again. And I just got so scared.” Her fingers twisted in the damp hemline of her dress. “I invented reasons you probably like me, because I was so positive you would stop a-and leave again. Maybe you liked me because you needed to rescue someone, because of the time you couldn’t.” She gave him a meaningful look. “I just needed a reason—any reason—to push you away so I could avoid being…dropped. So maybe I am a naïve girl, Rory. Maybe I am. Because being without you is terrible no matter how it happens and I’ve sped it along.” A sob pushed out of her mouth, her body beginning to shake. “And I’m in love with you and you won’t even hold me now. I’ve ruined everything. I’ve—”

Rory’s arms were around her in a split second, gathering her tightly against his chest and dragging her back across the seat into his lap. She straddled him as natural as could be, their bodies locking together like two halves of a whole. His heart lurched repeatedly, shocked over going from broken to complete so fast, and he pressed a hoarse sound into her hair, running his hands over every inch of her he could reach. Her head, her back, her hips, her face. “Did you just say you’re in love with me?”

“Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “Yes. I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean what I said. About needing only people from school in my life. I was lying. D-did I ruin this—”

“Olive.” Every ounce of feeling inside of him—disbelief, honor, relief—went into that single use of her name. His mind raced between every word she’d said, no idea where to land first, returning over and over again to the last part. This girl loved him. She loved him back. Was he dreaming? No. No, the weight of her in his lap was real. She was there. Craving eye contact, he clasped her face in his hands, bringing their heads together. “I love you. I fucking love you. I always will. Always. Let’s get that straight first.”

A shudder passed through her and she sagged against his chest.

“Don’t you dare be relieved by that. You think I could stop loving you?”

Looking into his eyes, she shook her head. “No.”

“I didn’t hold you at first because I would have broken if you were just here to keep a promise. And not because you needed me.”

“I’m here because I need you,” she said against his mouth, scooting closer on his lap. “I’m here because I need you so bad.”

Olive’s pussy pressed down, so hot and sweet on his cock and the flesh filled with pressure. That horrible, wonderful weight only she could satisfy. While they breathed against each other’s mouths, faster and faster, her hips starting to roll, the rain began coming down hard, turning the back seat into its own private world where they were the only two people who existed. “Look at me.” Never taking his attention off of her, Rory dug his wallet out of his pocket and tossed it on the seat, his fingers searching for the square foil packet he kept tucked in the billfold. “Olive, baby. Do you honestly think I rescued you? I’m the one who was drowning before you pulled me to shore. Look at me, sitting outside my mother’s birthday party, someplace I wasn’t sure I’d ever find myself. All because you believed in me.”

Her eyes were soft and damp, running over his face. “I’m sorry I doubted how you feel.”

“No. Don’t apologize,” he said gruffly, peeling the wet hem of her dress up, up her thighs, bunching the sodden material around her hips. “I just wish you’d told me about the text message, baby. About what they’d done. I’m so sorry. It’s hard for me to understand how someone could know you…and not want to keep you close as possible. It makes me feel so fucking helpless because I can’t fix it.”

“I don’t need you to fix anything for me,” she said, brushing their lips together, side to side. “Just…”

“Just what?”

She looked down. “I don’t like knowing that you were waiting for me to break up with you. That you had some plan to leave me alone, let me live my life, at the first sign of trouble.”

Rory understood Olive more in that moment. She didn’t want casual. She needed to be secure in the knowledge that he wasn’t budging. That his presence in her life was as solid and indestructible. If it took from now until the end of time, he would make sure she never questioned that he’d be standing beside her forever.

Unable to wait another second, Rory teased her mouth into a reunion kiss that escalated quickly, tongues finding each other and mating, heads slanting. Her thighs turned restless around his hips almost immediately, her fingers tugging at the collar of his shirt to bring him closer. And fuck, he’d missed those little whimper sounds.

Rory reached down between their bodies and unzipped his jeans, wincing as he pulled out the source of his ache. He covered himself quickly with the condom, pushing aside Olive’s thong with the head of his dick, leaving himself positioned at her entrance. But not quite inside. Just pressing, pressing, letting her wetness coat the latex.

“It’s yours whenever you want to start riding it,” he gritted out, leaning back so he could watch the lips of her pussy part, hugging his cock and sliding down a few inches, Olive working her hips to take him inside, her fingernails digging into his shoulders. “When I’m deep as you can handle me, we’re going to have a little talk.”

“Okay,” she gasped, turning glassy-eyed. “Talk. S-sure.”

Rory’s heart swelled with love, but lust surged up and demanded attention as Olive’s tight pussy rippled and squeezed around the entire throbbing length of him. “Good girl,” he managed, finding her taut ass cheeks in his hands, easing her into a rhythm that made her mouth form an O. “That’s right, baby. It’s a perfect fit.” He slapped her bottom lightly, the smack sound echoing in the back seat. “Fuck your man.”

“Rory,” she moaned, seeking out his mouth for a kiss. He gave it to her and then some, growling deep in his throat as she rolled into a faster pace, learning on the fly exactly how to angle her hips so that sweet clit rubbed on his cock every time she moved. “I’m going to come so fast. I can’t help it. Missed you. Need you.”

“Time for our talk, Olive.” The love inside him expanded to include a little darkness. A lot of possessiveness. Those things had always been there, ready to bleed into the intense feelings she’d stirred, but Rory’s instinct rose up and set them free now. To plunder. Because his soul told him Olive needed them. “I’m done being noble. If you ever ask me to leave again,” he rasped against her mouth. “I won’t. Fucking. Go. Is that what you want to hear?”

Olive’s nod was jerky, excitement lighting her gray eyes. “Yes.”

He brought his mouth over to her ear, breathing against it. “You’ll have to call the cops, Olive. Tell them to bring an army. That’s what it’ll taken to drag me out. Away from my girl.”

“It won’t happen. It’ll never happen.”

“If it does, I’ll still come back.” He kissed her hard, swallowing her sobs with a greedy mouth. “This is how obsession works. Is. This. What you need?”

“Yes,” she cried out, riding him hard. Fast. “That’s what I need, Rory.”

“Done.” Rory began lifting his hips in sharp thrusts, meeting every twist and grind of her hips, and Olive gasped, increasing her pace, gaining more and more momentum. “Christ, baby. Baby. You’re getting me off so good.” Knowing if she didn’t come in the next thirty seconds, he was in danger of peaking first, Rory undid the top three buttons of her dress, pushing aside the wet material to suck her nipples through the thin silk of her bra—and her pussy seized up around him, broken versions of his name filling the car as she shook through an orgasm.

Rory surged up into her tightness one final time and roared, the climax pounding through him with such force, his lungs wouldn’t fill for long moments, his vision blurring. There was nothing but Olive and the love overflowing their hearts into the back seat of the car. They clung to each other for several minutes as the rain slowed into a pitter patter, their mouths meeting in slow, meandering kisses, their hearts pounding closely together, as if attempting to merge into one.

“I love you, Olive. My God, I love you so much.”

“I love you, too, Rory.” She kissed his chin, his cheek, his mouth, resting her cheek on his shoulder with a contented sigh he planned to hear every day for the rest of his life. “Are you ready to go inside?”

“I’m ready for anything, as long as you’re mine.” He wrapped her in a bear hug. “And we’re not just going to see my family. We’re going to see yours, Olive.”

She lifted her head and gifted him with a beautiful smile. And a few minutes later when they knocked on the door and Rory’s mother answered, bursting into tears and pulling him into her arms, he wondered how a man could do anything but succeed with so much love coming at him from two directions. The remaining cracks in his foundation were filled with hope. Knowledge that the future would be nothing but bright, especially when his mother hugged Olive, too, already halfway to loving his girlfriend. As if anyone could help it. Rory vowed to himself that Olive would have a special place with his family. It would be hers, as much as his.

Everything he was capable of giving would be hers.

For as long as he was breathing.

*     *     *
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Chapter One


Bryce

“Morning, Art.” I saluted him with my coffee as I walked through the glass front door.

He returned the gesture with his own mug. “Hiya, girlie. How are you today?”

At the Clifton Forge Tribune, I was girlie, dear and the occasional sweetheart, because at thirty-five, I was the youngest employee by thirteen years. Even as part owner, I was still seen as the boss’s kid.

“Fantastic.” I shimmied my shoulders, still feeling the dance party I’d had in my car on my way in to work. “The sun is shining. The flowers are blooming. It’s going to be a great day. I can feel it.”

“I hope you’re right. All I can feel at the moment is heartburn.” Art chuckled and his protruding belly jiggled. Even in a pair of cargo pants and a light blue button-up, he reminded me of Santa Claus.

“Is Dad here?”

He nodded. “Been here since before I showed up at six. I think he’s trying to fix one of the presses.”

“Damn. I’d better go make sure he hasn’t gotten pissed and dismantled the whole thing. See ya, Art.”

“See ya, Bryce.”

I cruised past Art at the reception desk and pushed through the interior door that opened to the office’s bullpen. The smell of fresh coffee and newspaper filled my nose. Paradise. I’d fallen in love with this smell as a five-year-old girl when I’d gone to work with Dad on a bring-your-daughter-to-work day, and nothing had topped it since.

I walked the length of the empty bullpen, past the desks on each side of the center aisle to the door at the back that opened to the pressroom.

“Dad?” My voice echoed in the open room, bouncing off the cinder-block walls.

“Under the Goss!”

The ceilings extended high above me, the ductwork and pipes exposed. The unique, musky smell of newspaper was stronger in here, where we kept the giant paper rolls and drums of black ink. I savored the walk across the room, inhaling the mix of paper and solvents and machinery oil as my wedge heels clicked on the cement floor.

My childhood crush hadn’t been on a boy, it had been on the feel of a freshly printed newspaper in my hands. It was a mystery to my parents why I’d gone into TV and not newspaper after college. There’d been a lot of reasons, none of which mattered now.

Because here I was, working at my dad’s newspaper, returning to my roots.

The Goss printer was our largest and main press. Positioned along the far wall, it extended from one side of the building to the other. Dad’s jean-clad legs and brown boots were sticking out from beneath the first of four towers.

“What’s wrong today?” I asked.

He scooted himself free and stood, swatting at his jeans and leaving black streaks of grease and ink on his thighs. “Damn thing. There’s something wrong with the paper feed. It hitches about every tenth rotation and screws up whatever page it’s on. But it all looks fine under there so I don’t know what the hell I’m trying to fix.”

“Sorry. Anything I can do?”

He shook his head. “Nope. We’ll have to call in a specialist to get it fixed. God knows how long that will take and how much it’ll cost. For right now, all we can do is print extra to make up for it.”

“At least it still works and we’re not using the manual press.” I shot a glare at the ancient machine in the far corner. I’d only used it once, just to learn how it worked, and my arm had hurt for a week afterward from all the cranking.

“You’d better budget for a new press, or a serious mechanical overhaul on this one, in the near future.”

I tapped my temple. “Got it.”

Dad had been talking about future budgets and future plans since I’d moved to Clifton Forge six months ago. At the moment, we shared ownership equally—I’d bought half the business when I’d moved to town. Eventually I’d buy the rest of the Tribune from my parents, but we had no firm transition date in mind, which was fine by me. I wasn’t ready to take over and Dad wasn’t ready to let it go.

I was perfectly happy having Bryce Ryan, Journalist stamped after my stories. Dad could keep the editor in chief title for a few more years.

“What are you up to today?” he asked.

“Oh, nothing much.” Besides investigating the former motorcycle gang in town.

Dad’s eyes narrowed. “What are you up to?”

“Nothing.” I’d forgotten how easily he could spot a lie. I held up a hand and snuck another behind my back, crossing my fingers. “I swear.”

The corner of his mouth turned up. “You can fool most people, but not me. I know that smirk. You’re about to cause some trouble, aren’t you?”

“Trouble sounds so juvenile and malicious. I’m just going to pop down to the police station and say hello to Chief Wagner. I haven’t talked to him in a couple weeks. Then I’m going to get the oil changed in my car.”

Dad rolled his eyes. “First of all, Marcus is no idiot. He isn’t going to buy your innocent act either. The paper can’t afford to be at odds with the chief, so be nice. He’ll never throw us a bone if he’s pissed. And second, I know exactly why you’re getting your ‘oil changed.’ Don’t think I haven’t noticed you’ve been digging up old articles about the Tin Gypsies.”

“I, uh . . .” Shit. I’d asked Art to pull some from the archives, and I guess he’d told Dad, even though I’d brought him Tums and homemade cinnamon rolls to keep quiet. Traitor.

“Stay away from them, Bryce.”

“But there’s a story there. Don’t tell me you can’t feel it. This could be huge for us.”

“Huge?” He shook his head. “If you want huge, you’d better go back to Seattle. I thought you came here to slow down. To enjoy life. Weren’t those your words?”

“Yes, they were. And I am slowing down.” I wasn’t waking up at three a.m. to make it to the TV station for the morning show. I wasn’t cutting my hair to appease my producer or constantly watching my diet. I wasn’t reporting someone else’s stories on camera. Instead, I was writing my own.

It was wonderful, but after two months of small-town Montana life, I was going a bit stir-crazy. Calling the hospital for birth announcements and the funeral home for obituaries wasn’t enough of a mental challenge. I needed some excitement. I needed a decent story.

And the Clifton Forge Garage had story written all over it.

About a year ago, the Tin Gypsy Motorcycle Club had disbanded. They’d been one of the more prominent and lucrative gangs in Montana and had closed down without an explanation.

The former members claimed they were focusing on running the garage here in town. Their shop had become renowned in certain wealthy and celebrity circles for classic car restorations and custom motorcycle builds.

But men like them—men like Kingston “Dash” Slater with his striking good looks, cocky swagger and devilish grin—thrived on power. They craved danger and a life on the edge, without limits. As a gang, the Gypsies had power and money in spades.

So why had they given it up?

No one knew. And if they did, they weren’t talking.

“Doesn’t it strike you as odd that in the past year, there hasn’t been any news about them? And no explanation as to why they shut down their ‘club’? They went from notorious gang members to upstanding citizens overnight. I don’t buy it. It’s too quiet. Too clean.”

“That’s because they are clean,” Dad said.

“Sure. Squeaky,” I deadpanned.

“You make it sound like we’re all covering things up for them.” He frowned. “Come on. Don’t you think if there were a story there, I’d tell it? Or do you think so little of me as a reporter?”

“That’s not what I’m saying. Of course you’d tell the story.”

But would he dig for it? I didn’t doubt Dad’s ability to investigate. He’d been a star reporter in his prime. But since he and Mom had moved to Clifton Forge and bought the Tribune years ago, he’d slowed down. He wasn’t as eager as he’d once been. He wasn’t as hungry.

Me? I was starved.

“If there’s no story, there’s no story,” I said. “The only thing I’m out is my time, right?”

“I’m going on the record as your father and your partner: I don’t like it. They might not be a gang anymore, but those guys have an edge. I don’t want you crossing them.”

“Understood. I’ll ask my questions and stay away.” Or away-ish.

“Bryce,” he warned.

I held up my hands, feigning innocence. “What?”

“Be. Careful.”

“I’m careful. Always.” Okay, sometimes. Dad’s definition of careful was a little different than mine.

I stood on my toes to kiss his cheek, then I waved and hurried out of the pressroom before he assigned me something that would keep me trapped at my desk all day.

The police station was on the opposite end of town from the newspaper. It sat on the banks of the Missouri River along a busy street crowded with restaurants and offices. The river was running fast and high from the melting mountain snow. The June sun reflected off the water’s rippled surface in golden flickers. The Montana air was clean and fresh, a close second to my beloved newspaper scent.

It was another smell from my youth, one I’d missed in Seattle.

I parked my car and went inside the station, making small talk with the officer up front. Then I thanked my lucky stars when she waved me through without any hassle. The first three times I’d come here to visit the chief, I’d been put through the paces. Fingerprints. Background check. A photo.

Maybe it was protocol.

Or maybe they didn’t like reporters.

The station was quiet this morning. A few officers sat at their desks, heads bent over keyboards and ballpoint pens as they did paperwork while the others on shift were patrolling the streets. The chief’s office was along the rear wall of the building. The window behind his desk had a beautiful view of the river.

“Knock, knock.” I rapped on the open door and stepped inside. “Morning, Chief.”

“Morning, Bryce.” He set down the document he’d been reading.

“You know, I never can tell if that’s a happy smile or an irritated smile when I come here.”

“That depends.” His eyes narrowed on my purse, his bushy gray eyebrows coming together.

I reached inside the handbag and retrieved a pack of licorice. “How’d I do?”

He shrugged, staring at the Twizzlers as I set them on his desk and took one of the guest chairs. In my previous visits, I’d brought along Twix, Snickers and M&M’s. He’d been lukewarm toward my treats at best. So today, I’d gone out on a limb at the Town Pump and picked up something fruity.

“It looks like a happy smile, but with the mustache, it’s hard to tell.”

He chuckled and ripped the package open while I did an inner fist pump. “I knew you’d figure it out eventually.”

“You could have just told me.”

“What’s the fun in that?” Chief Wagner stuck the candy in his mouth and chomped a huge bite.

“Are you going to make me work this hard for all my information?”

“Nope,” he said. “We put out a weekly press sheet. All you have to do is download it. Easy peasy.”

“Ah, yes. The weekly press sheet. As truly riveting as those reports are, I was talking about information a bit more . . . in-depth.”

The chief steepled his fingers beneath his chin. “I don’t have anything for you. Just like I didn’t have anything for you two weeks ago. Or the week before that. Or the week before that.”

“Nothing? Not even a tiny morsel you may have forgotten to put in the press sheet?”

“I’ve got nothing. Clifton Forge is a fairly boring place these days. Sorry.”

I frowned. “No, you’re not.”

He chuckled and took another piece of licorice. “You’re right. I’m not sorry. I’m too busy enjoying the peace.”

Chief Wagner was overjoyed that his press sheets only included infrequent 911 calls, random Saturday night drunk and disorderlies and the occasional petty theft from a misguided teenager. This town had seen more than its share of murder and mayhem over the years—thanks to the Tin Gypsies. The motorcycle club was likely responsible for the streaks of gray in Marcus’s hair.

Yet from what I’d been able to dig up in the news archives, the former Tin Gypsy members had spent little to no time in jail cells. Either the chief had overlooked their crimes or the Gypsies were damn good at covering their tracks.

In their glory days, the Tin Gypsies had been led by Draven Slater. I’d seen him around town, and he carried himself with the same air of ruthless confidence he’d passed down to his son, Dash. And neither man struck me as a fool.

My theory was that Police Chief Marcus Wagner was a damn good cop. But Draven, Dash and their Gypsies were always one step ahead.

If I was going to get a story, I’d have to be at the top of my game. Draven had taken a backseat at the garage, which meant I’d be up against Dash. I’d seen the man—I’d been watching.

Dash rode his black motorcycle along Central Avenue like he owned Clifton Forge, flashing a straight, white smile that was blinding. He was the quintessential bad boy. His sexy smirk, chiseled jaw and day-old stubble made all the ladies swoon.

Every lady except me.

The other women in town could have fun with his amazing body. What I wanted from Dash were his secrets.

And I’d need the chief’s help to get them.

In my previous visits here, I hadn’t uttered a word about the Gypsies. I’d only come in to meet the chief and build a rapport. But if I was going to start my investigation, then it was time to go for broke.

“Do you know why the Tin Gypsies closed down so suddenly?”

His jaw stopped midchew and he narrowed his gaze. “No.”

Wrong move. He was going to clam up.

“Okay.” I held up my hands. “I was just curious.”

“Why?”

“The truth? My gut says they are a story.”

The chief swallowed and leaned his elbows on the desk. “Listen, Bryce. I like you. I like your dad. It’s nice to have decent reporters running the paper for once. But you’re new here, so let me give you a history lesson.”

I scooted to the edge of my seat. “Okay.”

“Our town has had more trouble over the last twenty-something years than most have in a hundred. The Gypsies brought a lot of shit here. They know it and they’re trying to make up for it. They’ve been nothing but law-abiding men for over a year. They follow the law to the letter and the town’s changing. I’ve got citizens who feel safe walking down the streets at night. They leave their car doors unlocked when they run into the grocery store. This is a good town.”

“I’m not trying to impede progress.”

“Great. Then leave the Gypsies alone. I’ve gone head-to-head with them more times than I can count. What I could punish them for, I have. And I’m watching. If they do anything illegal, I’ll be the first one there to make them pay. Trust me on that.”

The chief didn’t sound like a fan of the former club. Good to know. But if he thought his warning was going to scare me away, he was mistaken. Now I was more curious than ever what had caused the Gypsies to shut their clubhouse doors.

If they were even closed. Maybe this was all a ruse.

“Uh, Chief?” A uniformed officer poked his head inside the door. “We’ve got an issue that needs your attention.”

Chief Wagner took another licorice stick and stood. “Thanks for the candy.”

“You’re welcome.” I stood too. “Starbursts or Skittles next time?”

“You keep bringing me licorice, and we’ll get along just fine.” He escorted me to the door. “Take care. And remember what I said. Some things and some people are better left alone.”

“Gotcha.” Probably best not to mention that my next stop was for an oil change at Dash Slater’s garage.

I waved goodbye to the chief and the other officer, then headed down the hallway. The sign for the ladies’ room lured me inside after too much coffee. I used the bathroom and washed my hands, my anticipation growing for my first interaction with the Tin Gypsies, but as I went to open the door, a word from two men standing in the hallway outside caught my attention.

Murder.

I froze and hovered, listening through the crack. The men were close, their voices no more than a whisper.

“Riley took the call. Said he’s never seen blood like that before. The chief is debriefing him right now. Then we’ll all need to be ready to roll out.”

“Do you think he did it?”

“Draven? Hell yeah. Maybe we’ll finally have something to pin on that slick bastard.”

Oh. My. God. If my ears weren’t betraying me, I’d just overheard two cops talking about a murder and Draven Slater was the key suspect. I needed to get out of this bathroom. Now.

I eased the door closed and took three quiet steps backward. Then I coughed, loud, and let my heels click on the tile floor. I whipped open the door in a fury and pretended to be shocked at the men right outside.

“Oh, hell.” I threw a hand over my heart. “You guys scared me. I didn’t think anyone was out here.”

They shared a look with one another, then stepped apart.

“Sorry about that, ma’am.”

“No problem.” I smiled and walked by, doing my best to keep the urgency out of my footsteps.

I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, using the gesture to sneak a glance over my shoulder at the bullpen. Three male officers were standing at the far corner desk; none had noticed me walking toward the exit. Two of the men were practically buzzing. Mouths moved fast as one talked over the other. Hand gestures flew. The third officer stood with his arms wrapped around his chest, his face pale as he shifted from foot to foot.

My heart raced as I found the nearest exit door and pushed outside. When the sunshine hit my face, I flew into motion, running for my car.

“Shit.” My fingers fumbled to hit the ignition button and put the car in reverse. “I knew it!”

My hands shook as I gunned the engine for the street, checking my rearview mirror to make sure the cops weren’t behind me.

“Think, Bryce. What’s the plan?” I had no idea where the murder had happened so I couldn’t show up at the scene of the crime. I could wait around and follow the cops, but they’d shut me out before I saw a thing. So what else was there?

Be an eyewitness to Draven’s arrest. Bingo.

It was a risk, going to the garage and not waiting around to follow the cops to the murder scene. Hell, Draven might not even be at the garage. But if I was going to gamble, it was my best chance at a scoop. I could learn more about the murder itself from those blessed press sheets.

Yes, if my luck held, I’d be standing front and center when Draven got hauled off to jail. Hopefully Dash would be there too. Maybe he’d be caught by surprise just enough that I’d get a glimpse at him during a moment of weakness. I’d learn something that would help me uncover the secrets hidden behind his ridiculously handsome face.

I smiled over the steering wheel.

Time for that oil change.


Chapter Two


Bryce

My heart was pounding as the Clifton Forge Garage came into view. My fingers were shaking. This thrill—this one-of-a-kind exhilaration that only came with the hunt—was why I’d become a reporter. Not to sit in front of a camera and read someone else’s story.

Regret was the driving force behind this Tin Gypsy story. Remorse was the reason it was so, so important.

I’d chosen a television career with such promise. I’d changed direction, moving away from the newspaper job I’d always planned to take. The job everyone had expected me to take. But after college, I hadn’t wanted to follow in Dad’s footsteps, at least not right away. A fresh-faced woman in her early twenties, I’d been inspired to forge a path of my own. So I’d moved to Seattle from Montana and taken up TV.

Along the way, I’d made choices. None of them had seemed wrong in the moment. Until one day, a decade later, I’d woken up in my Seattle apartment and realized the collection of those good choices had accumulated into a bad life.

My job was unfulfilling. I slept alone most nights. When I looked in the mirror, I saw a woman in her early thirties who wasn’t happy.

The TV station owned my life. Every action was done to their bidding. Because my hours were so odd, I didn’t even bother trying to date. What man wanted to have dinner at four and be in bed by seven? It wasn’t a big deal when I was in my twenties. I’d always figured the right guy would come around eventually. Things would fall into place when it was time. I’d get married. Have a family.

Well, things hadn’t fallen into place. And if I stayed in Seattle, they never would.

Clifton Forge was my fresh start. I’d rechecked my expectations for the future. The chances I’d meet a man and have kids while I was bodily able to were dwindling. So if becoming an old maid was my path, then at least I’d enjoy my damn job.

My career in Seattle had turned out to be a dud. Network executives had made me promise after promise that eventually I’d have more freedom. They’d assured me I’d get the opportunity to tell my own stories instead of interviewing other journalists and reading from approved cue cards.

Either they’d lied, or they hadn’t thought I had the talent.

Regardless, I moved home feeling like a failure. Was I?

Maybe. Or maybe when I wasn’t on camera, when people needed me for my brain and not my face, I’d finally stand out. I’d prove to myself I was good enough.

I’d dedicated my life to journalism. To finding hidden truths and exposing buried lies. It was more than a job, it was my passion. If there was an epic story lurking under the surface of this quaint small town, I was telling it.

A murder investigation involving Draven Slater? Sign me up.

My foot hovered over the gas pedal as I idled at the intersection across the street from the garage, checking my rearview again for red and blue lights. If the chief was coming this way to arrest Draven, I didn’t have much of a lead.

That was, if I was even heading in the right direction.

There was the chance Draven wasn’t at the garage but at home and the cops were headed there. I stayed the course. Whether I managed to track down Draven or not, I was heading to the garage.

Today was the day I was meeting Dash Slater. Today I’d get to size up my opponent.

I used my knee to steer as I whipped off the sweater I’d pulled on this morning. Luckily, my black tank top underneath had a plunging neckline and was free of deodorant streaks. I drove one handed, grabbing the small can of emergency-situation dry shampoo from my purse to spray and fluff my hair. Then I swiped on a coat of my dark-rose lipstick seconds before pulling into the parking lot.

The garage itself was huge. I’d driven by a few times but had never actually stopped. It was more intimidating now, being parked in front of the four open bay doors that towered above my Audi.

At the end of the long asphalt parking lot, a building was tucked next to a small grove of trees. The windows were dark and there was a thick chain looped around the front door’s handle. The attached padlock glinted in the sunlight.

That had to be the Tin Gypsies’ former headquarters. A clubhouse—that’s what these gangs called them, right? There were no cars or motorcycles parked by the clubhouse. The grass around it was overgrown.

At a glance, the building seemed closed down. Abandoned. But how many men had a key to that padlock? How many men went inside after the sun went down? How many men entered through a hidden back door?

I refused to take that building at face value. Sure, it looked derelict from the outside. Was it thriving behind those closed doors?

In my mirrors, there was a row of motorcycles parked against the tall chain-link fence that bordered the property of the garage. Down the fence, there were cars, some covered in tarps as they waited to be repaired or restored. All four of the garage bays in front of me were full of vehicles—three trucks and a red classic car.

The steel siding on the garage was bright in the morning sun. The office was closest to the street, the sign above its door not really a sign. The large words Clifton Forge Garage had been airbrushed onto the steel building with pristine strokes of red, black, green and yellow paint.

Past the vehicles in the garage, the place was immaculate. Not the greasy, dingy place I’d expected. The florescent lights illuminated what looked like a mostly spotless concrete floor. The red tool benches along the walls were clean and new. This place screamed money. More money than a small-town garage could make doing routine oil changes and tire rotations.

I checked my hair and lipstick in the rearview mirror one last time, then stepped outside. The moment my door slammed closed, two mechanics appeared from underneath the truck hoods where they’d been working.

“Morning.” One of them waved before giving me a full-body appraisal. A grin tugged at his mouth. He liked what he saw.

Score one for the tank top.

“Good morning.” I waved as both men strode my way.

Each wore denim-blue coveralls and thick-soled boots. The leaner of the two had his hair cut short, revealing a black tattoo that trailed down his neck only to disappear beneath the collar of his coveralls. The bulkier man had his dark hair tied back and his coveralls unzipped, tied around his waist. His chest was covered with a white tank, his two beefy arms bare except for the mass of colorful tattoos.

Maybe this was why the garage was raking in the cash. Single women from half the state would drive here to have their oil changed by these hot mechanics. Though neither of these handsome men was the one I was after.

Where was Draven? I hoped he was in the office drinking coffee.

“What can we do for you, ma’am?” the short-haired man asked as he cleaned his black-stained hands on a red rag.

“I’m really overdue for an oil change.” I gave them an exaggerated frown. “I’m not great about making car stuff a priority. I don’t suppose there’s any chance you could fit me in this morning?”

The men shared a look and a nod, but before either could answer, a deep voice came from behind them. “Mornin’.”

The mechanics stepped apart, revealing none other than Dash Slater stalking my way. His strides were purposeful. Potent, even. I’d expected to meet him here, hoped for it even, but I hadn’t been mentally or physically prepared.

Our eyes met and my heart boomed, stealing my breath. My mind went blank, unable to concentrate on anything except the way his dark jeans draped over his long legs and those thick, bulging thighs.

I’d never seen a man move like Dash, with confidence and charisma in every step. His hazel eyes, a vibrant swirl of green and gold and brown, threatened to lure me under his spell.

My body betrayed me, the quiver in my core irritating my rational senses. I was here for a story. I was here to steal this man’s secrets one by one, then plaster them across the headlines. This raw, animalistic response was asinine.

But damn, he was hot.

Dash’s black T-shirt strained across the muscles of his chest. It pulled tight around the swells of his biceps. The skin exposed on his arms was tan and smooth, except for the array of tattoos that snaked up both forearms.

Scorching. Smoking. There was another s word somewhere in my mind but as he stepped into our huddle, I lost my advanced vocabulary.

Seriously . . . damn.

I’d always preferred the clean-cut look. Day-old scruff wasn’t my thing. He wasn’t my thing. I liked blue eyes, not hazel. I liked short hair, and Dash’s brown mop had been overdue for a cut weeks ago.

This reaction was purely chemical, likely because I hadn’t been with a man since, well . . . I’d stopped counting the months when they’d hit double digits.

“What can we help you with, miss?” Dash asked, planting his legs wide as he took up the space between the other two men.

“My car.” I rolled a wrist toward the Audi. “It needs an oil change.”

The sun must have inched closer to Earth because it was sweltering. Sweat beaded in my cleavage as his gaze dropped momentarily to my breasts. He didn’t stare at them for more than a fraction of a second, but they’d caught his attention.

Score two for the tank top.

Dash looked to the long-haired man and jerked his chin toward the garage. The man nodded, gave the short-haired man a grunt and the pair left, returning to work without a word.

Was that how they communicated around here? Chin lifts and grunts? That would make an interview difficult. And short.

Dash glanced over his shoulder to make sure we were alone, then he gave me that famous sexy smirk I’d seen from afar. In person, it was dizzying. “We’ll take care of the oil change. Do a full work-up too. On the house.”

“That would be great.” I tried to keep my voice even and cheerful. “But I’ll pay for it. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” Dash stepped closer, his six-foot-something frame blocking some of the sunlight.

My natural urge was to scoot back and maintain my space, but I didn’t move an inch.

Maybe he only wanted to stand closer. But I’d learned years ago that arrogant men often tested the strength of their presence over a woman. They’d make little gestures to see how far they could push her around, especially when that woman was a reporter.

They’d touch a lock of my hair to see if I’d flinch. They’d stand tall to see if I’d cower. And they’d move in too close to see if I’d step away.

Either Dash knew exactly who I was and wanted to see if I’d tuck tail and run, or he was so cocky that he thought a grin and an oil change would make me drop to my knees and undo his belt to pay for my on the house services.

“You new around here?” he asked.

“I am.”

He hummed. “I’m surprised I haven’t seen you before.”

“I don’t get out much.” The air was heavy around us, like a brick wall had gone up in place of my personal bubble and the spring breeze couldn’t get through.

“That’s a shame. You feel like getting out, stop by The Betsy. Maybe I’ll buy you a beer sometime.”

“Maybe.” Or maybe not.

The Betsy was Clifton Forge’s infamous dive bar and definitely not my scene.

“You guys must all be into motorcycles.” I turned and pointed at the row of them behind me.

“You could say that. Most of us here ride.”

“I’ve never been on one before.”

“Yeah?” He grinned. “There’s nothing like it. Maybe before I buy you that beer, I’ll take you for a ride first.”

The way he stressed the word ride made my breath stutter. I locked my gaze with his, a flare of heat passing between us. Were we both picturing a very different kind of ride on that motorcycle? Because, despite my best efforts to block it out, the image of me straddling his narrow hips was now the only thing in my head. From the hungry look in his eyes, he had a similar mental picture.

“Which bike is yours?” I asked, shoving the sexual thoughts away.

He raised an arm, his wrist brushing against my elbow in a movement that seemed accidental but had definitely been done on purpose. “The black one in the middle.”

“Dash.” I read the name emblazoned with flames on one panel. “Is that your name?”

“Yep.” He held out a hand between us. “Dash Slater.”

I slipped my hand into his, refusing to let my heart flutter at the way his long fingers engulfed my own. “Dash. That’s an interesting name.”

“Nickname.”

“And what’s your real name?”

He smiled, dropping my hand. “That’s a secret I only tell a woman after she’s let me buy her a beer.”

“Pity. I only drink beer with a man after I know his real name.”

Dash chuckled. “Kingston.”

“Kingston Slater. But your nickname is Dash. Does anyone ever call you King?”

“Not anyone who lived to say it twice,” he teased.

“Good to know.” I laughed, carefully slipping my phone from my pocket in case a photo opportunity came up. Then I fanned my face. “Is it hot out here? Do you have a waiting room or someplace cool I could sit?”

Maybe a place where your soon-to-be-incarcerated Dad is hanging out? If the cops ever showed up. What was taking them so long?

“Come on.” He nodded to the office door. “You can wait in my office.”

We made it three steps when a police car came racing into the parking lot, lights flashing but no siren blaring. Yes! I resisted the urge to victoriously throw my arms in the air.

Dash halted, holding out an arm to shield me from the police. It was a protective gesture, certainly not what I’d expect from a former criminal. Shouldn’t he be using me as a shield from the authorities, not the other way around?

The two officers in the patrol car were out of their cruiser in a flash. “We’re looking for Draven Slater.”

Dash stood taller, crossing his arms over his chest. “What do you want with him?”

The cops didn’t answer. They marched toward the office door and disappeared inside just as another police car pulled into the parking lot—this one carrying the chief.

Marcus got out of the passenger seat and walked over to Dash and me, lifting his sunglasses as he approached. “What are you doing here, Bryce?”

“Getting an oil change.”

“I thought I told you to stay away.”

“That car is brand-new, Chief.” I smirked. “I want it to last and I’ve heard car care is key.”

The chief’s eyes narrowed, the corners of his mustache turning down. So that’s what his annoyed face looks like. I’d never mistake it for a smile again.

“What’s going on, Marcus?” Dash asked, looking between us.

“We’re bringing in your dad.”

“Why?”

“Can’t tell you that.”

Dash grumbled something under his breath. “Then what can you tell me?”

“With her present?” Marcus tossed a thumb my way. “Not much on the record, at the moment. I hope you didn’t tell her anything you don’t want in Sunday’s Tribune.”

“What?” Dash’s jaw went slack.

“She’s the new reporter in town.”

Dash’s face whipped my way. “You are the new reporter? I thought they hired a man.”

“Yeah, I get that sometimes. It’s my name. It always causes confusion.” I shrugged. “Bryce Ryan, Clifton Forge Tribune.”

Dash’s nostrils flared. My invite to The Betsy for a beer had just been revoked.

The garage’s office door flew open and the two officers came out with Draven Slater handcuffed between them.

I fought a smile, casting up a thank you to the journalist angels who’d blessed me today.

“Call our lawyer,” Draven ordered Dash, his jaw set in an even angrier line than his son’s.

Dash only nodded as Draven got shoved into the back of the cop car.

A woman with a white pixie cut came running to Dash’s side, having followed the parade outside from the office. The two mechanics from the garage were jogging our direction.

I hurried to snap a picture with my phone before the cruiser reversed and sped away. We didn’t keep a full-time photographer on staff at the newspaper, not that we really needed one when smartphones were so convenient.

The moment the cruiser and Draven were gone from view, Dash whirled on the chief. “What the fuck is going on?”

“Dash, I’d like you to come down to the station for questioning.”

“No. Not until you tell me what this is about.”

The chief shook his head. “At the station.”

The pause that hung in the air was as stifling as the tension between the men. I didn’t expect Dash to budge, but finally he nodded.

“The station,” Marcus repeated, shooting me another one of those frowns before walking to his cruiser.

“What’s going on?” The woman from the office touched Dash’s arm. “Why did they arrest him?”

“Don’t know.” Dash stared at the chief’s taillights as they disappeared down the street, then he turned his attention to me. “What the hell do you want?”

“Your father is a suspect in a murder investigation. Do you have a comment?”

“Murder?” The woman’s mouth dropped as the bulky mechanic cursed, “Fuck.”

But Dash only hardened at my question, his expression turning to stone. “Get off my property.”

“So you don’t have a comment to the fact your father might be a murderer?” The might was generous. “Or did you know that already?”

“Screw you, lady,” the woman spat while Dash’s hands fisted at his sides. His expression remained stern, but behind his icy stare, that mind was whirling.

“I’ll take that as no comment.” I winked and turned for my car, ignoring the angry glares that prickled my neck.

“Bryce.” Dash’s voice boomed across the parking lot, freezing my steps.

I looked over my shoulder, giving him only my ear.

“I’ll give you one.” His voice was hard and unyielding, sending chills down my spine. “One warning. Stay out of this.”

Bastard. He wasn’t going to scare me away. This was my story. I was telling it, whether he liked it or not. I spun around, meeting his level gaze with my own.

“See you soon, King.”


Chapter Three


Dash

What the fuck just happened?

As Bryce’s white Audi streaked off the lot, I shook my head and replayed the last five minutes.

After a hot cup of coffee with Dad in the office, I’d come out to the garage, ready to get to work on the red ’68 Mustang GT I’d been restoring. My morning had been shaping up pretty damn great when a hot, leggy brunette with a nice rack came in for an oil change. Got even better when she flirted back and flashed me that showstopper smile. Then I hit the jackpot because she turned out to be witty too, and the heat between us was practically blue flame.

I should have known something was up. Women too good to be true were always out for trouble. This one was only baiting me for a story.

And damn, I’d taken that bait. Hook, line and sinker.

How the hell had Bryce known Dad was going to be arrested for murder even before the cops had shown up? Better question. How the hell hadn’t I?

Because I was out of touch.

Not long ago, when the club was still going strong, I would have been the first to know if the cops were moving in my or my family’s direction. Sure, living on the right side of the law had its advantages. Mostly, it was nice to live a life without the gnawing, constant fear I’d wake up and be either killed or sent to prison for the rest of my life.

I’d become content. Lazy. Ignorant. I’d let my guard down.

And now Dad was headed for a jail cell. Fuck.

“Dash.” Presley punched me in the arm, getting my attention.

I shook myself and looked down at her, squinting as her white hair reflected the sunlight. “What?”

“What?” she mimicked. “What are you going to do about your dad? Did you know about this?”

“Yeah. I let him go about drinking his morning coffee, bullshitting with you, knowing he’d get arrested soon,” I barked. “No, I didn’t know about this.”

Presley scowled but stayed quiet.

“She said murder.” Emmett swept a long strand of hair out of his face. “Did I hear that right?”

Yeah. “She said murder.”

Murder, spoken in Bryce’s sultry voice I’d thought was so smooth when it had first hit my ears. Dad had been arrested and I’d been bested by a goddamn nosy reporter. My lip curled. I avoided the press nearly as much as I avoided cops and lawyers. Until we got this shit figured out, I’d be stuck dealing with all three.

“Call Jim,” I ordered Emmett. “Tell him what happened.”

He nodded, walking to the garage with his phone pressed to his ear as he called our lawyer.

Emmett had been my vice president, and though the Tin Gypsy Motorcycle Club might be extinct, he was still by my side. Always had been.

We’d grown up in the club together. As kids, we’d played at family functions. He was three years younger, but we’d been friends all through school. Then brothers in the club, like our fathers had been.

The pair of us had broken countless laws. We’d done things that would never see the light of day. We’d joked last week over a beer at The Betsy about how quiet our lives had become.

Guess we should have knocked on wood.

“Isaiah, back to work,” I ordered. “Act like it’s any other day. If someone comes around and asks a question about Dad, you don’t know shit.”

He nodded. “Got it. Anything else?”

“You’ll probably be covering for the rest of us. You good with that?”

“I’m good.” Isaiah turned and went in the garage, a wrench still in his hand. We’d only hired him a couple of weeks ago, but my gut said he’d handle the extra work just fine.

Isaiah was quiet—friendly enough. He wasn’t social. He didn’t join us for beers after work or bullshit with me and the guys for hours in the garage. But he was a good mechanic and showed up on time. Whatever demons he was battling, he kept them to himself.

I’d taken Dad’s title as manager of the garage when he’d retired years ago, but since I hated anything to do with human resources or accounting and Dad hated to sit home alone all day, he came in and helped often. When I’d tasked him with finding me another mechanic, he’d found Isaiah.

I hadn’t even bothered interviewing Isaiah because when Draven Slater approved of someone, you trusted his instincts.

“What do you want me to do?” Presley asked.

“Where the fuck is Leo?”

“My guess?” She rolled her eyes. “His bed.”

“Call him and wake his ass up. Go to his house if you have to. When I get back from the police station, I expect to see him working. Then we’ll all talk.”

She nodded and headed for the office.

“Pres,” I called, stopping her. “Make some other calls too. See if anyone in town has heard anything. Discreetly.”

“Okay.” With another nod, she hurried to the office as I strode to my bike.

Along the way to the police station, a white car streaked past going the opposite direction, and my mind immediately jumped to Bryce.

Emmett had told me there was a new reporter in town. But his name was Bryce Ryan. I hadn’t been expecting a woman, certainly not one with full, rosy lips and thick chocolate hair.

Any person besides Emmett would have suffered a broken nose for letting me think the reporter was a man. Though based on the shock on his own face, Emmett hadn’t expected a woman either.

Served me right for disappearing any time Presley wanted to dish small-town gossip in the office. Being out of the loop, that was my fault. Not to mention Bryce . . . well, she was good.

She’d played me for the fool I’d become. Hell, I’d even told her my real name and she’d been at the garage for all of five minutes. Isaiah didn’t even know my real name, and we worked side by side every day.

One flash of her white smile, those pretty brown eyes sparkling, and I’d loosened my tongue. I’d acted like a horny teenager desperate to get into her pants instead of a thirty-five-year-old man who had plenty of women to call if he needed to get off.

Fucking reporters. I hadn’t worried about the newspaper or their reporters for decades. But Bryce, she was a game changer.

The previous owners of the newspaper had been too dumb to be a nuisance. The new owner, who had to be Bryce’s father, had come into Clifton Forge years ago, but Lane Ryan missed all the newsworthy stuff.

He’d come to town when the Tin Gypsies were no longer in the drug trade. When our underground fighting ring had become more of a boxing club. When all the bodies we’d buried had long since cooled.

Lane had left us alone. The times he’d brought his wife’s rig in for a tune-up, he hadn’t once asked about the club. He was content to let the past stay there.

But Bryce was hungry. The look on her face when she’d delivered her parting shot was fierce. She’d go for broke and never back down. On a normal day, she’d be a pain in my ass. But if Dad really was a suspect for murder, things were only going to get worse.

Who’d been killed? How had I not heard about a murder in town? Forget my old connections, murder was big news for a small town and should have spread like wildfire minutes after the body had been found. Unless . . . had Marcus found a body from the past? Had the sins of our past caught up with us?

As a club, we’d justified murder because the men we’d killed would have done the same to us. Or our families. We’d rid the world of evil men, even though we’d been devils in our own right. We were guilty—no doubt. But that didn’t mean we all wanted to spend the rest of our lives in the state penitentiary.

I raced faster down the streets of Clifton Forge, not bothering to obey traffic laws. When I pulled into the station, the chief was waiting for me at the front desk.

“Dash.” He motioned for me to follow him into his office. Once the door was closed, he took a seat behind his desk, snagging a string of licorice from an open package.

“Where’s my dad?”

“Take a seat,” he said as he chewed.

I crossed my arms. “I’ll stand. Start talking.”

“There’s not much I can tell you. We’re investigating a crime and—”

“You mean a murder.”

The chewing stopped. “Where’d you hear that?”

Marcus’s shock was genuine. I guess he’d told his officers to keep it quiet, only Bryce had been one step ahead of him too. “Your new friend, the reporter, asked me if I had a comment regarding Dad’s arrest for murder. What the fuck is going on?”

A vein in Marcus’s forehead ticked as he swallowed the bite and ripped off another. “Do you happen to know your dad’s whereabouts between the hours of five p.m. last night and six a.m. this morning?”

“Maybe.” I held perfectly still, though a hint of relief slowed my racing heart. Marcus was asking about last night. Thank fuck. The past had to stay in the past. And since Dad hadn’t killed anyone last night, this had to be a mistake.

“Well? Where was he?”

“Got a feeling you already know, so why are you asking?”

“Your father has refused questioning until his attorney arrives.”

“Good.”

“It would help us if you both cooperated.”

We didn’t cooperate with anyone, certainly not the cops. If I opened my mouth and said the wrong thing, Marcus would mark me as an accessory and throw me into a cell next to Dad’s. One Slater behind bars was enough for today.

When I remained silent, Marcus scowled. “If you’re not talking, then neither am I.”

“Fine.” I spun for the door, slamming it so hard a picture on the wall rattled as I stormed out of the station.

I hadn’t learned much, but what I’d learned was enough. For now.

Straddling my bike, I slid on my shades, then dug out my phone to call my older brother.

“Dash,” Nick answered with a smile in his voice. A smile that had been there permanently over the past seven years, ever since he’d reconnected with his wife. “What’s up?”

“Gotta talk. You busy?”

“Give me one sec.” He put the phone into his shoulder or something, because his voice got muffled as he yelled, “Go long, bud. Longer. Last one.”

There was a rush of air and Nick laughed as he came back on the phone. “This kid. He’d play catch all day if I let him. And he’s getting good. I mean, he’s only six but he’s a natural.”

“Future wide receiver.” I grinned. Draven, my nephew and Dad’s namesake, was the spitting image of Nick. And he was Nick’s constant companion. “You working today?”

“Yeah. Draven’s hanging with me at the garage for a few hours. Emmy’s taking Nora to get her ears pierced.”

“Uh . . . isn’t she a little young?” Nora had recently turned four.

“Don’t get me fucking started,” Nick muttered. “But I’m not arguing with Emmy at the moment.”

“Why not? Did she piss you off?”

“No, she’s . . .” He blew out a long breath. “We were waiting to tell everyone but Emmy’s pregnant. Or, she was pregnant. She miscarried last week.”

“Hell, brother.” My hand flew to my heart. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, me too. Emmy’s having a hard time. So if she wants to get Nora’s ears pierced and have a mommy-daughter day in Bozeman, I’m not going to say a damn thing.”

“Can I help?”

“No, we’ll get through it. What’s up?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. The last thing I wanted was to add this to Nick’s burdens, but he had to know. “Got some bad news. Wish it could wait.”

“Tell me.”

“Someone was murdered last night. And either Dad did it, he knows who did it, or someone’s trying to frame him for it. They arrested him about thirty minutes ago.”

“Fuck,” Nick spat. “What else do you know?”

“Nothing. The cops aren’t talking.” I wasn’t going to admit that the only reason I knew half of what I did was because of a sexy, devious reporter. “Dad lawyered up. Once Jim meets with him, I’ll learn more.”

“Let me call Emmy. We’ll get there as soon as we can.”

“No, don’t,” I told him. “There’s nothing you can do here. Just wanted you to be aware.”

“Dash, we’re talking about a murder here.”

“Exactly. You, Emmeline, the kids. You don’t need to be anywhere near this shit.” He needed to stay in Prescott, playing catch with his son, kissing his daughter and holding tight to his wife.

“Fine.” Nick blew out a long breath. “But if you need me, I’m there.”

“I know. I’ll keep you posted.”

“It’s always something,” he muttered.

“Hasn’t been for a while.”

“True. Did he . . . do you think he did it?”

I stared at the gray siding of the police station, picturing Dad inside those walls in an interrogation room. His hands cuffed and resting on a cheap-ass table as he sat in an uncomfortable chair.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Maybe. If he did, there was a reason. And if he didn’t, then Clifton Forge is definitely not a place I want you bringing those kids.”

Because if someone was after Dad, they could be after us all.

“Watch your back,” I said.

“You too.”

I ended the call and started my bike. The feel of the engine, the vibration and noise, was a comfort as I sped through town. I’d spent long hours in this seat, driven hundreds of miles, thinking through club strategies.

Except the last year, there hadn’t been club business. There were no squabbles to settle. No crimes to hide. No enemies to outsmart. My time behind the handlebars had been spent simply enjoying the open road. To think about the garage and how we could increase our custom jobs and sock away a pile of money for a rainy day.

When it came to dealing with a murder arrest, my mind felt sluggish and rusty. It surprised me how quickly I’d forgotten the old ways. Though we’d been tapering things off for years, the Tin Gypsies had only disbanded a year ago. The last arrest I’d had to deal with had been nearly four years ago, and even then, it had been for one of Leo’s drunken bar fights.

I pulled into the parking lot, walking my bike back into its space. As I walked to the office, I glanced down the lot toward the clubhouse.

The yard was overgrown, and I needed to find an hour to mow. The inside was no doubt musty and covered in dust. The last time I’d been inside had been during winter when a raccoon had snuck inside and tripped the motion sensors.

On a day like today, when I needed information and answers, I’d give anything to walk inside the clubhouse, call everyone to the meeting room table and get to the bottom of this.

Instead, I’d have to settle for the garage’s office and a few people who were just as loyal to us now as they had been when we’d worn the same patch.

Presley was on the phone when I opened the office door. She held up one finger for me to be quiet. “Okay, thanks. Call me back if you hear anything else.”

I went to the row of chairs on the wall beneath the front window. Presley’s desk was the only one in the waiting area, and though Dad and I had our two offices along the far wall, we normally congregated around hers.

Presley’s official title was office manager, but she did a lot more than we’d put in her original job description. She made sure bills got paid and customers were happy. She shuffled paperwork to my desk or Dad’s for signatures. She ran payroll and forced us all to talk about retirement plans once a year.

She was the heart of the garage. She set the rhythm and the rest of us followed suit.

“What’d you find out?” I asked.

“I called the salon.” Her face paled. “Stacy said she saw a bunch of cop cars at the motel on her way into work this morning. There’s a rumor that a woman was found dead, but she’s not sure if it’s true.”

Goddamn it. It was probably true. “Anything else?”

She shook her head. “That’s it.”

What I needed was to talk to Dad, but given Marcus’s attitude, that wasn’t happening. So for the time being, I’d have to funnel information through the lawyer.

The door to the office opened and Emmett walked inside, followed by Leo.

“Heard I missed some stuff this morning,” Leo joked.

Not in the mood for it, I shot him a scowl that wiped the grin off his face. “Where the fuck were you?”

“Overslept.”

“That’s been happening a lot lately.”

He ran a hand through his messy blond hair, the strands still wet from his shower. “Am I not getting my work done?”

I didn’t answer. Leo was the artist in the bunch, doing all the paint and design while Emmett, Isaiah and I preferred the mechanics and fabrication. His work was getting done, but he’d been drinking a lot more lately. His arrival time in the morning getting later and later. Every night he seemed to have a new woman in his bed.

He was still acting like the club’s playboy.

“I think we’ve got more important things to worry about at the moment than Leo’s degrading work quality, don’t you?” Emmett asked, taking the chair next to me.

“Degrading work quality,” Leo mumbled, shaking his head as he sat in the last open chair. “Assholes. I hate you all.”

“Gentlemen, do me a favor,” Presley interjected. “Shut. Up.”

“What’s the plan, Dash?” Emmett leaned his elbows on his knees.

I ran a hand over my jaw. “We need to find out whatever we can about the murder. Dad will stay quiet so the cops aren’t going to get anything from him. But they have something. Need to find out what it is. Isaiah has the garage covered, but Pres, limit jobs so he doesn’t get swamped. Emmett and Leo, start asking around.”

They both nodded. We might not be a club anymore but we had connections.

“What are you going to do?” Presley asked.

Emmett and Leo didn’t need my help, and unless the work in the garage was too much, I’d let Isaiah and Presley handle it. Because there was another person in town who had information, and she’d either give it up freely or I’d drag it out of her.

“Research.”


Chapter Four


Bryce

“I love Sundays.” I smiled at the newspaper on my desk. The bold headline wasn’t fancy or flowery, but it sure grabbed your attention.

WOMAN MURDERED. SUSPECT ARRESTED.

We ran an eight-page newspaper that went out twice a week on Wednesdays and Sundays. When Dad had bought the paper, he’d kept the publication days the same but had drawn a clear line between the Wednesday and Sunday editions. Wednesday was geared toward business, focused on the activities happening around town, the classifieds and announcements.

Sunday’s paper had the good stuff. We ran the major headlines on Sunday, giving the townsfolk something to talk about after church. If there was a major story in town, it came on Sunday. Whenever we did a feature or multiweek piece, it was on Sunday.

I lived for the Sunday paper. And this week’s was definitely going to cause a stir.

The ads George had been working on for page three and Sue’s column on the new wedding venue outside of town would likely go unnoticed behind my article.

Murder had a way of grabbing attention.

Small-town gossip traveled fast and I had no doubt that most people in and around Clifton Forge already knew about the murder. But gossip was just that, speculation and rumor, until it was printed in my newspaper. Then, it became fact.

After leaving the Clifton Forge Garage—and one pissed-off biker—behind on Friday, I’d come to the paper and immediately begun writing.

As stories go, this one didn’t have a lot of detail. Chief Wagner was keeping tight-lipped about the murder as well as the victim. Before they released her name, they were tracking down next of kin.

The only details he’d divulged in his press sheet were that a woman had been murdered at the Evergreen Motel and they had a suspect in custody. Lucky for me, I knew who the suspect was and had been able to add it to my report.

Along with my well-timed photo.

Draven Slater’s name was splashed across the Tribune’s front page, not for the first time and certainly not for the last. I was going to report this story from beginning to end—the judge’s gavel slamming on a wooden block as he sentenced a murderer to life in prison.

I was taking a risk that I knew the end of my story already. Journalists typically didn’t assume the primary suspect was guilty, and normally, I prided myself on keeping an open mind. But my gut screamed that Draven was a criminal and while he’d been able to escape incarceration for his previous arrests, I doubted he’d be able to slip free this time.

Reporting and writing this story could be the mark I made on this town. It could establish my career here. My name. And it could be the story that filled the hole in my life.

As the police and prosecutors worked to build a case against Draven, I’d be right along for the ride, reporting whatever tidbits they threw my way. And since the chief wasn’t very forthcoming at the moment, I’d do some digging on my own.

I was buzzing at the prospect of real investigative journalism.

The door behind me opened and BK stepped out, wiping his hands on a rag. His black apron hung past his knees. “Hey, Bryce. I didn’t think you were still here.”

“I’m just leaving.” I stood from my chair and folded the fresh paper in half before tucking it into my purse. I’d come in before dawn to help Dad and BK finish up the print run, then gotten papers bundled and ready for the delivery crew. After the paperboys and papergirls left with their parents, I snagged my own copy.

This one was a keeper.

“Are you heading home?” I asked. Dad had left thirty minutes ago.

“Soon as I get everything shut down.”

“Have a good one, BK. Thanks.”

“You too.” He waved, disappearing back into the pressroom.

BK and I only crossed paths on Wednesday and Sunday mornings. He worked odd hours, mostly coming in at night before a print run. Sometimes he’d do maintenance on the presses, again preferring to work at night. Occasionally, he’d do some early-morning deliveries if we were short on help.

Like the other staffers here—myself included—BK worked hard for Dad. One day, I hoped to inspire that kind of loyalty from the paper’s employees too.

I smiled at the paper once more, thinking of Dad’s reaction to my story. When I’d turned it in on Friday night, he’d gotten a Cheshire catlike grin on his face. Dad didn’t want me digging into the Tin Gypsies, but he had no problem reporting on a murder and being the first to announce Draven Slater as the primary suspect.

He’d come in to run the presses with BK last night, making sure the paper printed without a hitch. My story had reinvigorated Dad. He knew I was going to keep digging, finding out whatever I could about the murder. He hadn’t said a word to stop or slow my progress. Though he had cautioned me: Dash Slater wouldn’t let his father go to prison easily.

Yawning, I walked out of the bullpen, surveying the empty desks. It was six o’clock in the morning, and once BK left, there’d be no one working today.

Except for Art, who’d been the receptionist slash security guard for nearly two decades, the staff held flexible hours. Dad didn’t care. Neither did I, as long as everyone met their deadlines.

Sue was responsible for the classifieds and, like me, preferred to work in the morning. George, who ran advertising, came in before noon, just in time to clock in, grab a handful of mechanical pencils and a legal pad, then head out for whatever lunch meeting he’d booked the day before. And Willy, a fellow journalist who had an aversion to his desk, rolled in around six or seven each night, dropping off his latest story before disappearing to wherever it was Willy disappeared to.

It was a different pace, working here. A far cry from the chaos of television. There were no makeup artists or hair stylists following me around every corner. No cameras tracking my movements. No producers barking orders.

No pressure.

Since it was quiet here, I often found myself alone. Or on the good days, alone with Dad. He worked whenever there was work to be done, which, for a newspaper with only six employees, was often. It had allowed us many hours, each working independently at our desks, but still together.

I pushed open the front door, turning to lock it up. My car waited in the first parking space, but I was too keyed up to go home. I hadn’t slept for more than a few hours last night, and it would be a while before I crashed.

So I headed for the sidewalk, making my way over three blocks toward Central Avenue. I hoped the delivery drivers were fast today, getting papers into the hands of our readers.

I was sorry that today’s headline was possible only because a woman’s life had been cut short. While I enjoyed the thrill of a dramatic story, the sadness and tragedy beneath was heartbreaking. I wasn’t sure who the victim was, if she had been a good person. If she’d been loved or if she’d been lost.

There wasn’t much I could do for her but tell the facts and report the truth. I’d bring her life—along with her death—to light.

My initial impression of Chief Wagner had been positive. But I had a feeling he’d become accustomed to keeping the masses of Clifton Forge slightly in the dark.

Not anymore.

If I learned something, I was sharing.

The sun was shining bright, even this early in the morning. The cool air was refreshing on my skin and in my lungs. I breathed deeply as I walked, the scents on the slight breeze reminding me of summers as a kid.

Montana was typically beautiful at the beginning of June, but this year, it felt especially so. Maybe because it was my first spring back after having lived in Seattle for the better part of two decades.

The trees seemed greener. The skies bluer, bigger. I hadn’t spent a lot of time exploring town since I’d moved, but as I walked, I felt the urge to see it all. I was ready to make this town my own, to become a part of the community.

Clifton Forge was home.

I reached Central Avenue, turning right. Two blocks down there was a coffee shop calling my name. Nearly all the businesses and offices that crowded this street were closed at this hour, their windows dark. The only places open were the coffee shop and the café across the road.

Clifton Forge didn’t get the enormous influx of tourists that other small Montana towns saw each summer. Tourism here was nothing like it was in Bozeman, where I’d grown up. Our town was too far off the interstate to get much notice. The millions of visitors who poured into the state each summer to visit Yellowstone and Glacier National Parks passed us by.

Our town’s main influx of outsiders came in the fall, when hunters made Clifton Forge their home base before setting off into the wilderness with guides and horses to hunt elk, bears and deer.

Most of the locals liked it that way, forgoing added business traffic for peace and seclusion. When you walked into the café or the coffee shop, nine out of ten faces were familiar.

Except mine wasn’t. Yet.

I hadn’t spent enough time out and about town. Now that summer was here, that was going to change. I’d spent enough years in Seattle being recognized for my face—if I was recognized at all. For the most part, I was just another anonymous person going about their daily lives.

But here, I wanted to settle in and settle deep. I wanted people to know I was Lane and Tessa Ryan’s daughter, because belonging to them made me proud. I wanted people to think of me when they thought of the newspaper, because reading my stories was a highlight of their week.

“Good morning,” I said as I entered the coffee shop.

The barista sat behind a counter next to an espresso machine. Her mouth was hanging open as she stared at my newspaper between her hands. “Did you hear? A woman was murdered at the motel.”

I nodded. “I heard. It’s awful. At least they caught the guy.”

“I can’t believe it. Draven? He’s such a nice guy. Leaves good tips. Always friendly. I just . . . wow.” She folded up the paper and put it on the counter, the shocked look on her face remaining. “What can I get you?”

“Cappuccino, please.” I smiled politely, even though I was irritated that Draven had seemed to fool so many.

“For here or to go?”

“To go. I’m just out for a morning walk.”

Any other morning, I would have introduced myself, but as she made my coffee, she kept stealing glances at the paper. I doubted that if I told her my name, she’d remember it today. She seemed distraught. And not by a woman’s murder, but because Draven was the primary suspect.

How does he have everyone fooled?

She made my coffee and I left her with a wave. I crossed the road, heading for the newspaper but perusing the businesses on the opposite side of the street this time. When I reached my car, I got inside but home was not my destination.

The Evergreen Motel had been swarmed with activity over the past two days, the police barricade sending a very clear go the hell away message to anyone driving by. But the murder was two days old and my questions would only wait so long.

It was a risk going so soon but one I was willing to take. With luck, the owners might have some information they’d be willing to share about the victim. Or Draven himself. Information they might have been too flustered to give to the cops.

The motel was on the other edge of town, away from the river. The drive took only minutes, the streets nearly empty. It was appropriately named; the tops of the evergreens that surrounded the motel on three sides seemed to brush the clouds.

The building itself was only a single story, built when the style was for each room to have an exterior door. The metal keys were no doubt attached to red oval disks with the room numbers stamped in white letters. The motel was a U shape, all twelve rooms facing the kiosk in the center that was the office.

Had the owners not taken such good care of the Evergreen, it might have reminded me of some seedier areas of Seattle where motel rooms like these were rented by the hour. But as it was, this place was clean and charming.

The siding was a freshly painted sage green. Flower baskets hung on posts outside each room, overflowing with red, white and pink petunias. The parking lot had recently been restriped.

Definitely not a place I would have expected a murder.

A man about my age sat behind the front desk in the office, the small room built solely for function. There was no waiting area for coffee in the mornings or a cookie plate in the evenings. There was just enough space to stand by the counter to collect your key—all of which hung on a pegboard on the wall. I’d guessed red oval disks. These were green.

“Morning, ma’am,” he greeted.

“Good morning.” I flashed my brightest, friendliest smile.

“Do you have a reservation?”

“No, I’m actually from here.” I extended my hand across the counter. “Bryce Ryan. I work at the Tribune.”

“Oh.” He hesitated before taking my hand. “Cody. Cody Pruitt.”

“Nice to meet you, Cody.”

“You’re here about what happened in 114?”

I nodded. “Yes. I’d like to ask you some questions if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t know anything more than I already told the police.”

“That’s okay.” I reached into my purse for a small notepad and a pen. “Would you mind if I took a few notes as we talked? You can always say no. And you can always say something is off the record if you want to keep it between you and me.”

“That’s fine. But like I said, I don’t have much to report.” His jaw was tense. His eyes narrowed. Cody was seconds away from shoving me out the door.

“Well, that’s okay.” I held my smile. “I’m new to town anyway, so I’ll probably just ask you a bunch of stupid questions. Are you from here?”

“Yeah. Born and raised. My grandparents bought the Evergreen. They passed it down to my parents. Now I’m taking it over from them.”

“Oh, that’s great. I work with family too. My dad bought the newspaper and I just moved here to work with him. Those first few months were, uh . . .” I bugged out my eyes. “It was an adjustment for us both. Kind of strange to be working for your parent. But now I think we’ve got a groove. He hasn’t threatened to fire me in over a month, and I haven’t thrown my stapler at his head in weeks.”

Dad and I loved working together, but the lie was worth it when Cody chuckled.

“We had some of those days too. There were days when I was pretty frustrated with my parents. Well, maybe not so much me as my wife. She wanted to do some things to fix up the place and they were being stubborn. But eventually we worked it out. The place looks a lot better too.”

“I’m guessing those beautiful flower pots were your wife’s idea.”

His chest swelled with pride. “They were. She’s got a green thumb.”

“They’re beautiful.”

“Yeah.” Cody’s smile dimmed. “My wife, she does housekeeping here. Actually, we trade off days. Friday was her day. She found . . .” He shook his head, his voice lowering. “I don’t know how she’ll ever get over it. My parents are heartbroken. I’m the only one who can stomach working here. Not that I have a choice. We have bills to pay and I can’t turn away reservations. Hell, I’m just glad we have guests.”

“I’m sorry. And I’m so sorry for your wife.” Finding a dead body would leave scars for anyone.

“Thanks.” He fisted his hand on the counter. “I wish I could say I was surprised.”

My ears perked up. “You’re not?”

“That club has never done anything but cause trouble.”

My heart began to race but I did my best to hide my excitement. Cody Pruitt might be the first person in Clifton Forge who would willingly give me information about the Tin Gypsies instead of warning me away. “Have they caused you trouble here before?”

“Not lately. But I went to high school with Dash. He was an arrogant son of a bitch back then. Same as he is now. Him and some friends rented out a couple of rooms from my parents after our senior prom. Trashed them.”

“You’re kidding.” I feigned shock when inside I was doing cartwheels. Finally I’d found someone who wasn’t warning me away from Dash or a founding member of his fan club.

“Nope.”

I waited, wondering if he’d say something more, but Cody’s eyes drifted out the office window, toward the room marked 114. When I’d driven by yesterday, there’d been police tape over the front. Now, it was gone. Unless you knew where it had happened, you wouldn’t guess a woman had been killed across the courtyard.

“Did you see Draven here on Friday?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No. My mom was working that night.”

“Did she—”

I was cut off by the rumble of an engine outside. Both Cody and I whipped our heads to the other window in time to see Dash roll into the parking lot on his Harley.

Shit. Great timing, Slater.

Dash parked next to my car and swung his leg off the motorcycle. He was wearing a black leather jacket today and a pair of faded jeans. Just the sight of his long legs and his unruly hair made my heart jump. Damn him. Why couldn’t he have been blond? I’d never had a thing for blonds.

I did my best to keep my breaths even as he strode our way. The last thing I wanted was to have him come in here and see me panting. The flush in my cheeks was bad enough.

I turned my back to the door, keeping my attention on Cody, who was practically seething.

The bell chimed as Dash came inside. His stare burned my backside as it trailed down my spine, yet I refused to turn or acknowledge him as he came to the counter. From the corner of my eye, I saw him slip off his sunglasses.

“Cody.” Dash’s heat hit my shoulder as he leaned his elbows on the counter. “Bryce.”

My name in his voice gave me goose bumps on my skin. I pulled my arms to the side, hiding them from his view. Did he have to be so close? He was less than an inch away and the smell of leather and wind filled my nose. And, damn it, I inhaled a deeper breath.

To hell with you, pheromones.

“Kingston,” I drawled, daring a glance at his profile with my best unaffected stare.

A growl formed deep in his chest, but he didn’t utter any other response. He held my gaze for a moment too long, and then he dismissed me, giving Cody a nod. “How are you?”

“How am I?” Cody’s voice shook. “You have some nerve coming here, Slater.”

“I’m not here to cause trouble.”

“Then leave.”

“Just want to ask you some questions.”

Get in line, pal. “Cody was just telling me that he’s given all the information to the police.”

“That’s right.” Cody pointed to the door. “I have nothing else to say. So unless you want to destroy another room or two, I think it’s best you leave.”

“Look, I’ve said it a hundred times. I’m sorry about prom. My dad and I paid for that and then some. I was a stupid kid. If I could go back in time, I’d undo it. But I can’t.”

They’d paid for it? Interesting. I’d pegged Draven and Dash as men who wouldn’t make amends for something like petty vandalism. As leaders of a dangerous motorcycle gang, they could have made some threats and gotten away with it. Taking responsibility was not something I’d expected.

And something Cody had conveniently left out of his story.

“I have nothing to say to you,” Cody snapped. He was a good four inches shorter than Dash and at least thirty pounds lighter. But I got the impression this wasn’t so much about the murder or prom as it was a less-popular kid taking a stand against an old nemesis.

Good for you, Cody.

“I only want to find out who killed that woman.” There was vulnerability in Dash’s voice. I didn’t like how my heart softened.

Cody huffed. “You Slaters are all the same. Your dad takes a knife to a woman in my motel, stabs her from head to toe, and you’re here to pin it on someone else. Guess it’s a good thing Bryce is here. Otherwise you might try to say I killed her.”

“That’s not—”

“Get out,” Cody snarled. “Before I call the cops.”

Dash blew out a long breath, then turned his attention to me. “You put my dad’s name and picture in the paper.”

“Well, he was, in fact, arrested for murder. You might remember, I was there.”

The corner of his lip curled up. “You make a habit of printing lies? I can’t wait to shove them down your throat.”

Lies? No. No one questioned my integrity as a journalist. “What I printed was the truth. A woman was murdered. Truth. She died here at the motel. Truth. Your father was arrested as a suspect. Truth. Are those the lies you’re going to shove down my throat?”

He inched closer, looking down his nose at me. “Maybe. But I’d rather shove something else down that pretty throat instead.”

“Weak.” I rolled my eyes. “If you think threats laced with sexual innuendo will scare me away, you’ll need to try harder.”

“Harder. You’ll beg for harder.” He came closer again, the smooth leather of his jacket brushing against the thin cotton of my tee. I’d worn a sports bra to the paper last night, opting for comfort instead of lift. I’d chosen one without padding and when his eyes drifted lower, I knew he saw my nipples peeking through.

I could step away. Or I could call his bluff. Was Dash a bad-boy playboy? Absolutely. But was he a misogynistic womanizer who’d force himself on me? No. Which meant he was pushing to see how hard I’d push back.

Game on.

I took my own step forward, pressing my breasts into his chest. “I doubt that . . . King.”

Dash hissed as I dragged my nails up the side of his jean-clad thigh. My entire body was braced, waiting to see his reaction. If he touched me, I’d probably have to knee him in the balls. But it didn’t come to that. Calling his bluff worked.

In a flash, he stepped away, his frame strung tight, and marched out the door. The bell filled the air and my breath came back in heaves, the sound drowned out by the noise of Dash’s Harley as it raced away.

Cody’s grin stretched ear to ear. “I like you.”

“Thanks.” I laughed, my heart rate settling.

“What else would you like to know?” Cody asked. “I’ll tell you everything if you’re out to get Dash.”

Now it was my turn to grin from ear to ear. “Do you happen to know the victim’s name?”


Chapter Five


Dash

“They won’t let me see him.” I slammed the door as I walked into the office at the garage.

“Can they do that?” Presley asked, looking between Emmett and me.

Emmett shrugged. “They’re cops. At this point, they can pretty much do whatever the hell they want.”

I’d been trying to see Dad for days but the chief had thrown up a steel barrier. No visitors unless it was Dad’s attorney. No exceptions. So while I could glean some information from Jim, it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t the one-on-one conversation I needed. We trusted our lawyer but there were questions I wasn’t going to let him relay. Their conversations were no doubt being recorded, which was illegal, but I didn’t trust the cops to uphold Dad’s constitutional rights.

Besides, depending on the situation, Dad wouldn’t tell Jim everything. Because Jim wasn’t a Gypsy. We might not be tied together with patches and oaths anymore, but we were still loyal to one another. Loyal until death.

“Is it normal for them to take this long to release a suspect?” Presley asked.

I shrugged. “According to Jim, the prosecutor is trying to decide whether she wants to charge Dad with first- or second-degree murder at the arraignment. We could push them to decide, set the bond hearing, but Jim worries that if we do that, they’ll go for first. Thinks it’s better to let Dad stay where he’s at and hope for second.”

“What do you think?” Emmett asked.

“I don’t know,” I muttered. “I don’t know enough about the criminal justice system to question Jim. He’s always done good by us. And Dad trusts him.”

With any luck, they’d decide soon and set the bond hearing. Maybe Dad would be out by Friday. Then we’d get some answers.

“I hate being in the dark.” I took a seat along the window. “Did you hear anything?”

“Nothing,” Emmett said. “Leo and I asked everywhere. Not a damn word. Everyone was as surprised as we were.”

“Shit.” Across the room, Dad’s office sat empty. Normally, we’d be in there this time of day, having a cup of coffee and talking about cars or bikes. I’d see what kind of paperwork he’d let me push from my desk to his. At the moment, I couldn’t concentrate on work. The questions about the murder stole all my focus.

“I wish I could find out who she was, the woman. Find out what Dad was doing with her.”

“Amina Daylee,” Emmett said from his chair across from Presley’s desk.

“Oh.” I jerked, surprised by his answer. When had the cops released her name? Maybe they’d done it while I’d been at the station, waiting in a stiff chair for over an hour to be told I wasn’t going to see Dad. Again. You’d think with the amount of taxes we paid they’d at least get a seat with a goddamn cushion.

Amina Daylee. I ran the name through my mind over and over, but it didn’t sound familiar. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“She went to high school here,” Presley said. “Moved away after graduation. She was recently living in Bozeman. Has a daughter who lives in Colorado.”

Not a shock that Presley had already tapped into her gossip circles to find out about the victim. “Let’s find out more. How old was she? Does she still have ties here? How might she have known Dad?”

Since I couldn’t ask him how he knew her, maybe I could find the connection myself.

“They went to high school together,” Emmett said. “She’s a year younger than Draven.”

“Always one step ahead of me.” I chuckled, but my smile fell fast. “Wait. If the cops just released her name this morning and I came right here from the station, how did you figure all that out already? Was it on Facebook or some shit?”

Emmett and Presley shared a hesitant glance.

“What?” I demanded. “What happened?”

Presley blew out a deep breath and then slid a newspaper out from underneath her own stack of paperwork.

“Fuck.” Bryce Ryan was becoming a bigger pain in my ass every fucking day.

Was I going to have to start reading the goddamn newspaper?

“They did a special piece on the victim today.” Presley brought the paper over. “Amina was her name.”

I ripped the newspaper from her hand, reading through the front page quickly. Right in the center was a picture of Amina Daylee.

Her blond hair was cut just above her shoulders. Her makeup was light, not hiding a few wrinkles here and there. In the photo, she was sitting on a bench in some park, smiling as the flowers bloomed at her bare feet.

My hands crumpled the paper into a ball, the crinkling sound filling the office. I should have had that photo days ago. I should have had her name. I shouldn’t have to open the paper to a bunch of new fucking information.

I’d done some digging on Bryce Ryan since Dad’s arrest. Her story seemed straightforward. Grew up in Bozeman. Moved to Seattle and worked at a TV station. I’d found some old video clips of her on the internet, reading the news with that sexy voice. Then she’d quit her job, moved to Clifton Forge and bought into the paper.

Her routine was boring, at best. She was either at home, the newspaper or the gym. The only random trip she’d taken had been to the Evergreen Motel on Sunday.

When the paper was balled as tight as I could get it, I chucked it across the room. Except my aim was shit and I hit Emmett in the head.

“Hey!”

“Fucking Cody Pruitt. He probably gave her all this info the day he kicked me out of the motel. That pissant never liked me.”

If I hadn’t shown up, would he have told her anything? Or had he spewed it all out of spite?

“What are we going to do?” Presley asked. “Do you think he did it?”

“Draven?” Emmett asked. “No way.”

According to the article, Dad was the only person seen coming or going from Amina’s motel room between the hours of eight p.m. and six a.m. the night she was murdered. Bryce was generous enough to note in her article that he hadn’t been seen with blood on his hands.

But that didn’t mean shit. Dad had mastered the art of washing away blood a long, long time ago.

“He didn’t do it,” I assured Presley.

“How do you know?”

“Because if Dad had killed Amina Daylee, they would never have found her body.”

“Oh.” Presley sank into the chair, her chin dropping.

She’d started working at the garage about six years ago. It had been right at the time when the Tin Gypsies were tapering off our illegal undertakings. Or at least, the really illegal ones.

Presley had been hired to help in the office as Dad retired. She hadn’t minded overlooking some things happening at the clubhouse. The parties. The booze. The women.

The brothers who thought they might intimidate her a little. Presley was pint-sized, but her personality was full of fire, and she’d had the guts to put each man in his place when they acted like an asshole.

And her loyalty to Dad and me, to Emmett and Leo ran bone deep. She was the little sister I’d never had.

Marcus’s visit to the garage last week hadn’t been the first. Presley had never once hinted she’d tell the cops anything, not that we’d given her much to report. She had our backs, covering for us when we’d done stupid shit at The Betsy now and then. Leo had her on speed dial for the nights when he was too drunk to drive.

She was part of our family. We didn’t tell her details of what had happened years ago. It was best she didn’t know. All of those secrets had been buried in unmarked graves.

Pres was smart. She knew what evil men we’d been.

Maybe the evil men we still were.

“What’s the plan, Dash?” Emmett asked.

I shook my head. “I don’t want any more surprises. I underestimated the reporter. That stops now. She’s digging—deep—and we need to stop it.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Work. Is Leo in the garage?”

He nodded. “He’s finishing the pinstripes on the Corvette. Isaiah is doing the routine jobs on the board.”

“What about you?”

“We got a new Harley rebuild to bid.”

Normally, we did those together so we could bounce ideas off one another. “Can you do it alone?”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

“Good.” Following Bryce to the motel hadn’t ended the way I’d hoped. Guess it was time to try a different approach.

*     *     *

I walked into the Clifton Forge Tribune, taking a quick look around. I’d lived my entire life in this town yet hadn’t been in this building before. Up until now, I hadn’t had to bother with the press.

“Hi there. Can I help you?” The guy at the front was a dead ringer for Santa Claus. In fact, I think this guy was Santa during the annual Christmas stroll on Central.

“Just looking for Bryce.” I pointed to the door that I assumed led deeper into the building. “Is she through here? Never mind. I’ll find her.”

The wheels of his chair rolled across the floor, but he was too slow to stop me. I pushed through the door. Bryce was sitting at a desk near the back, alone in the room.

Her eyes lifted from her laptop, her gaze narrowing as I strode down the aisle. She leaned deep into her chair, crossing her arms over her chest. Then she quirked an eyebrow, all but daring me to unleash hell.

“Sorry, Bryce.” The man from the front caught up to me, his heavy steps thudding on the floor.

“It’s okay, Art.” She waved him off. “I’ll deal with our guest.”

The moment he was gone, she recrossed her arms, the movement pushing her breasts higher.

My eyes involuntarily dropped to her cleavage. The woman had a great rack. When I met her eyes again, that smirk was even stronger. Busted.

“Mind if I sit?” I slid a chair away from the empty desk in front of hers, straddling it backward.

“What can I do for you today, King?”

King. I’d hated that fucking nickname ever since kindergarten, when little Vanessa Tom had called me King every time she snuck up on me at recess and pinched me. But there was no way I’d let my annoyance show in front of this woman. She already had the upper hand.

She knew it too.

Goddamn it, she was a piece of work. Bryce sat there, looking bored as she waited for me to answer her question. I chose silence, studying her face for a few long moments.

Her full lips were irritating, mostly because I couldn’t stop wondering how they’d feel when I licked them. Her beautiful eyes drove me mad because they saw too much. I hated that her dark hair was my favorite length, not too long to get in the way and blow in my face when she was behind me on my bike.

Everything about her pissed me off because of my body’s reaction.

“Read your story.” I plucked a copy of today’s paper off the desk. “Looks like Cody was more forthcoming with you than he was with me.”

“I never reveal my sources.”

I tossed the paper aside and met her gaze. The silence settled and I counted to ten. Then twenty. Then thirty. Most people cracked by fifteen, but not her. Bryce kept that arrogant smirk on her face like she’d been born with it. Her eyes were bright and they held my stare without so much as a hint of fear.

Damn this woman. I liked her. That was my real problem. I liked her. Which was going to make threatening her a hell of a lot harder. That, and she didn’t seem to be intimidated by me one bit.

“You don’t scare easily, do you?”

“Nope.”

“What’s your game here?”

“My game?” she repeated. “I’m not playing a game. I’m doing my job.”

“But it’s more than that, isn’t it? You’re after more than just the details of this murder.”

She lifted a shoulder. “Maybe.”

“Why? What did we do to piss you off?”

“This isn’t personal.”

Yeah, right. No one worked this hard when it wasn’t personal. This entire thing went deeper than her need to do her job. She wasn’t reporting a murder investigation for the good of the populace. Everything about this was personal.

Why? What was driving her to push so hard? From what I’d found out about her, she’d been successful on TV in Seattle. Had they fired her? Was she trying to prove herself to an old employer? Or her father?

Or herself?

“What do you really want?” I asked, going for broke. Sometimes the best way to get answers to your questions was to toss them out there.

She quirked an eyebrow. “You expect me to just lay all my cards out?”

“Worth asking.”

Bryce leaned forward on her desk, her eyes finally showing that addictive spark. “I want to know why the Tin Gypsies shut down.”

“That’s it?”

Bryce nodded. “That’s it.”

I’d been expecting something more. Maybe that she wanted to see all the former Gypsies rotting in prison. “Why?”

“You were the leader of one of the most powerful motorcycle gangs in the region. I’m sure that meant money. And power. Yet you shut it down without any explanation. For what? A life as a grease monkey? No way. It’s too easy. It’s too clean. You’re hiding something.”

“We’re not,” I lied. We were hiding so much that if she knew the truth, she’d never look at me the same way again. There’d be no more hints of attraction, no checking me out when she thought I wasn’t noticing. She’d look at me like the criminal I’d been.

Like the criminals we’d all been.

“Ah, yes. The standard deflection.” Bryce rolled her eyes. “Sorry. I’m not buying it.”

“There’s no big story here.” Another lie that she wasn’t going to believe.

“If that’s the truth, then why did you break apart?”

“Off the record?” I asked.

“No way.”

“Of course not.” I chuckled. And of course, she wasn’t cutting me any breaks. I’d always liked the feisty ones. “Then I guess we’re at a stalemate.”

“A stalemate?” She scoffed. “This is no stalemate. I’m twenty steps ahead of you and we both know it. Why exactly did you come in here today?”

“My dad is innocent. If you give the cops some time, they’ll prove it too. You doing your best to prove to the world he’s guilty is only going to make you look like a fool.”

“I’m not scared to look like a fool.” She’d called my bluff—like always—but I wasn’t buying it. Something flashed in those eyes that looked a lot like the first sign of weakness.

“You sure about that? New reporter in a new town, going balls-out on a murder investigation like she’s some wannabe fucking gumshoe. She sticks her neck out there to try and slime a well-known citizen. A business owner who gives back to his community. When he comes out clean, you’ll be the one who looks dirty. You’re part owner here, right?”

“Yes. Your point?” she asked through gritted teeth.

“My point is . . . my family has lived in Clifton Forge for generations. We’re well-known. And well liked. In their day, so were the Gypsies.”

“So you’re saying if I don’t take your side that people in town will hate me? I can live with that.”

“Can you? Small-town newspaper, can’t be making a ton of money. It only takes one rumor that you’re printing false information for people to stop reading.”

The color rose in her cheeks, the fire flaring in her eyes. “I don’t like being threatened.”

“And I don’t like repeating myself. You had your warning. Stay out of this.”

“No.” She looked me dead in the eye. “Not until I get the truth.”

My temper spiked and I stood, shoving the chair from out of between my legs so I could lean over the desk with my arms planted wide on its surface. “You want the truth? Here’s the truth. I’ve seen and done things that would give you nightmares. The truth would make your stomach curl. You’d go running from this town and never look back. Be glad you don’t know the truth. Back the fuck off. Now.”

“Screw you.” She shot out of her seat, leaning in to stand nose to nose so the only thing separating us was the desk. “I’m not backing down.”

“You will.”

“Never.”

The sound of her teeth grinding drew my attention to her lips. The urge to kiss her was stronger than it had ever been with her, or with any other woman for that matter. With the desk between us, I probably wouldn’t get kneed in the nuts.

I leaned in an inch and her breath hitched. When I tore my eyes away from her lips, her gaze was locked on my mouth. Her chest was heaving, her breasts rising and falling underneath her V-neck blouse. My threat to her livelihood hadn’t done a goddamn thing except turn us both on. Was she ever going to back down? Son of a bitch.

I was one second away from saying to hell with it all and smashing my lips on hers when the door behind her flew open. Lane Ryan walked in, wiping his hands on a greasy rag. He took one look at me and his daughter and the smile fell from his face. “Everything okay?”

“Great.” Bryce dropped into her chair, combing a lock of hair behind her ear with her fingers. “Dash and I were just discussing today’s paper.”

I leaned back from the desk and took a deep breath, my cock swollen and painful in my jeans. I turned away from Bryce and her father, taking a moment to let it calm down as I righted the chair I’d shoved away.

Then, I stepped up to Lane and held out my hand. “Good to see you, Lane.”

“You too, Dash.” He shook my hand, giving me the side-eye, no doubt worried about his infuriating daughter.

“I think we’re done here,” Bryce said, standing from her desk and swiping up her laptop. “If you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere to be.”

We were not done with this conversation, not by a long shot, but until I got my dick under control, there wasn’t anything more to say. “Yeah. Same.”

I nodded to Lane, shot Bryce a glare, then turned and marched out of the Tribune.

Goddamn it. She wasn’t going to back down, no matter how often I threatened her. If anything, my visit had just spurred her on.

Which meant I was going to have to get creative.


Chapter Six


Bryce

“Smug bastard,” I muttered, shuffling papers on my desk as I looked for my notepad. “How dare he come in here and threaten me? How dare he—ahh! Where is it?”

The notepad I’d been searching for was nowhere. Not in my car. Not at home in a basketful of unfolded laundry. Not on my desk, which was now a total mess.

I kept different notepads for each of my stories, a place where I could make notes so I didn’t forget anything. Pink was for birth announcements. Black for obituaries. Red was for the Fourth of July rodeo and festivities. And the yellow one was for Amina Daylee’s murder.

The last time I’d seen it had been yesterday morning. I remembered making a note against the steering wheel in my car that Amina’s middle name was Louise. Her daughter lived in Denver. I’d written it all down so I wouldn’t forget, then tucked the notepad into my purse with the others.

Retracing my steps, I’d come right into the newspaper after that. I’d dumped everything from my purse onto my desk to organize it as I worked through my various stories in progress. I’d been in the middle of wrapping up a piece for Sunday’s paper. It was a no-brainer—the schedule for Clifton Forge’s Independence Day weekend celebrations. I’d had all of my notepads right here by my keyboard, the red one open as I’d typed, when—

I shot out of my chair. “That asshole!”

Dash had to have taken it. The thing couldn’t have just disappeared, and I’d looked everywhere. But how had he known it was the right one? Shit. He must have seen it at the motel when I’d been talking to Cody.

Luckily, the notebook held nothing I couldn’t remember. The act of writing down my notes was usually enough to commit them to memory. And most of the information in those pages had already been printed.

Still. I was mad. “Gah. I can’t believe he did this.”

“Who did what?” Sue looked over her shoulder at my outburst.

I huffed and sat down. “An asshole thief stole my notepad right out from under my nose.”

All because I was so distracted. Distracted by the danger that surrounded him and the allure of discovering all his secrets.

“Sorry, dear.”

“It’s my own fault,” I muttered, giving her a nod to return to her work.

It was definitely my fault.

Dash had leaned in close and his smell . . . God, he smelled good. The spice of his cologne mixed with the summer breeze was a heady combination. Under the spell of that scent and his unwavering hazel glare, I’d feared for a split second that he’d kiss me. That I’d kiss him back.

Then I’d feared he wouldn’t.

He’d probably swiped my notepad when I’d been staring at his mouth.

Damn him. I’d dropped my guard and he hadn’t hesitated to take advantage. Dash must be feeling the pressure if he’d resorted to petty theft.

We both knew I was winning. I held more aces than he had kings at the moment, but the game was about to take a turn.

Tomorrow was Draven’s arraignment, and unless the judge decided the sixty-year-old man was a flight risk, he’d be out on bond tomorrow. As soon as Draven was free, Dash would have an inside source.

So to keep my edge, I’d need to push harder and dig deeper. What I needed was another scoop, to find another person like Cody Pruitt who’d spill because he had a personal grudge against the Slater family.

But who?

The door from reception opened and Willy walked inside, heading straight for his desk across the aisle from Sue. He pushed his sunglasses into his thinning blond hair, revealing dark circles under his eyes. It was nearly noon but with his rumpled clothes, he looked as if he’d just rolled out of bed.

“Hi, Willy.”

He lifted a hand as he sat, leaning deep into his chair. “Morning. Hey, Sue.”

“Hi, Willy. Rough night?”

“Might have had one too many beers.”

At that, the door opened again and George rushed through, his arms overloaded with loose papers and the briefcase trapped underneath an elbow about to slip free. He made it to his desk just in time to dump everything on top as his case crashed to the floor. “Hey, guys.”

“Hi, George.”

Everyone else exchanged greetings as I sat back and watched, me the newcomer to the team. For once, the room was full. Everyone was here except for Dad because, per Mom’s demand that his twenty-day work streak come to an end, he was taking the day off.

“I don’t think we’ve all been in the same room since last month’s staff meeting,” I joked.

Willy sat upright, his shoulders tense. “Lane said I didn’t have to keep regular hours.”

“That’s fine by me. I was just making an observation. Work when you want.”

“Oh. Okay.” He slumped again. “Thanks. I don’t like mornings much.”

“What are you working on?” I asked.

He rifled through the shoulder bag he’d brought, hauling out a notepad. “I haven’t typed it up yet but you can read it.”

“Yes, please. I’d love to.” I stood and went to his desk, taking the pad from his hand.

It didn’t take me long to read the article, even in Willy’s scratchy handwriting. The words sucked me in and by the end, I had a smile on my face.

“This series is going to be incredible,” I told him, handing back his pad. “Nice work.”

A blush crept up his cheeks. “Thanks, Bryce.”

Willy was doing a five-week piece on the life of railroad transients. He’d spent the better part of a month this past spring getting to know a handful of individuals who’d passed through Clifton Forge courtesy of the Burlington Northern Santa Fe Railway line that ran along the edge of town.

This week’s column was about a woman who’d been a railroad hitchhiker for seven years. Willy’s words had painted her nomadic life in vivid detail. Hard because there were no luxuries like daily showers. Brutal at times when food became difficult to come by. Wistful with its ultimate freedom. Happy because she lived the life of her choosing.

The story was intriguing, the writing flawless. Willy’s talent was the reason Dad gave him free rein when it came to pitching ideas. Whatever he wrote, our customers devoured.

Willy knew his audience well, maybe because he’d lived in Clifton Forge his entire life and there wasn’t a soul in town he didn’t know.

An idea slammed into my head. Maybe Willy could help me keep my lead against Dash.

“Can I ask you a question?” I perched on the edge of his desk.

“Shoot.”

“I was hoping to get an early look at an autopsy report, the report for the woman who was murdered at the Evergreen. But when I stopped by the county coroner’s office this morning, they had a note on the door that they were closed. If I wanted to get ahold of the medical examiner, who would that be?”

“Mike,” Willy said. “Just give him a call. He’ll help you out.”

“Even for an ongoing investigation?”

Autopsies were public record, but when an investigation was involved, they weren’t released until the prosecutor permitted it.

“He might not let you read the whole report, but he’s given me rundowns before just so I could include some details in a story. Besides, never hurts to ask.”

I grinned. “Exactly.”

One thing Dad had taught me early on was that asking for information was free. The worst-case scenario was you’d get shot down with a no. I already knew that would be Chief Wagner’s answer.

But maybe this Mike would be a bit more open to sharing.

“I’d love to ask Mike.” I stood from Willy’s desk. “Except I don’t know Mike.” Nor did I have his phone number.

Willy whipped out the phone in his pocket without a word, punched at it for a second, then held it to his ear. Five minutes later, the two of us were in my car, driving to the coroner’s office.

“Thanks for coming along,” I told Willy as he lazed in the passenger seat.

“It’s all good. Kinda curious to see you in action. The stuff you’ve been writing about the murder is good. Damn good. Best work I’ve seen since your dad’s.”

“Thanks.” I smiled over the steering wheel at maybe the best compliment I’d had in a decade. “Your work is impressive too.”

“Glad you think so. I, uh . . . I really love my job. I can come in more . . . to the office. If I have to.” His fingers fidgeted on his lap.

Willy had always been jumpy and skittish in the office. I’d just assumed he was like that all the time. Maybe he was to a degree. But he was also nervous about his job. That with me on staff, Dad wouldn’t need an additional reporter.

“I don’t care when you come into the office, Willy. As long as you keep writing the great stories you’ve been writing and handing them in on time, you’ll always have a spot at the Tribune.”

He nodded, keeping his eyes out the window on the buildings that streaked past. In the reflection, I saw a faint smile.

It didn’t take us long to get to the medical examiner’s office, which was located across the street from the small hospital in town. Willy led the way to a locked door, knocking on the wire mesh that covered a square glass window in its face. We waited for a few minutes, longer than I would have stood there alone, until finally the door pushed open and a man waved us inside.

“Mike.” Willy shook his hand. “This is Bryce. Bryce, meet Mike.”

“Nice to meet you, Mike. Thanks for doing this.”

“You bet.” His voice was hoarse. The dark circles under Mike’s eyes matched Willy’s. Despite the pungent smell of chemicals within the sterile space, the stale scent of alcohol wafting off his body nearly made me gag. “I owe Willy one after he drove my ass home last night. Had one too many after our pool tournament.”

I nodded and breathed through my mouth. “That’s nice.”

“What can I help you with?” Mike asked.

“The coroner’s office is closed and—”

“Those guys.” Mike scoffed and rolled his eyes. “You know, I bust my ass getting reports done and sent over to them. They take their sweet time actually getting them processed. Whose did you want to see?”

I braced. “Amina Daylee.”

“Oh.” His shoulders sagged. “No can do. Active investigation. You’ll have to get that one from the cops.”

“Damn.” I sighed. “Well, it was worth asking. I’ve had some examiners in the past who let me read their report or told me a little about it. Sometimes even off the record so I couldn’t print anything until it was released by the police. But having an idea of the autopsy helps me ask the right questions. It might lead to other clues too.”

My speech was a stretch. I expected Mike to shove us out the door at any moment, as he probably should.

“I can’t show it to you,” he said as I held my breath, waiting and hoping for the magic word. “But”—bingo—“I can give you the high level. Off the record. You’ll have to wait for the details to be released to print them.”

“Perfect.” I glanced at Willy, who sent me a wink.

“Come on,” Mike muttered, motioning for Willy and me to follow him down the hallway.

The building was deserted, the only light coming from the windows since the overhead lights were all off.

“Quiet day?” I asked.

Mike shrugged. “It’s just me right now. I had an intern but she’s off for the summer.”

We crowded into Mike’s office at the end of the hallway. The desk and floor were scattered with stacks of file folders the same teal as his unbecoming scrubs. The hallway had smelled like antiseptic and bleach, but in here, the air was perfumed with coffee and an undercurrent of hangover.

“Okay.” Mike flipped open a folder as he sat behind his desk. I sat across from him in a folding chair while Willy remained standing against the doorframe. “Amina Daylee. Age fifty-nine. Cause of death, blood loss due to multiple stab wounds.”

Information I’d already gleaned from the police reports and my discussion with Cody Pruitt at the motel. Cody’s wife had cried as she’d told him about the scene in room 114. The entire bed had been soaked through with Amina’s blood. Some had dripped to the carpet, creating nearly black puddles. Cody’s wife had stepped in one when she’d rushed to Amina’s side to check for a pulse.

“How many stab wounds?” I asked.

“Seven. All upper body.”

I swallowed hard. “Did she suffer?”

“Yeah.” Mike met my gaze and gave me a sad smile. “Not for long. He hit a major artery, so she bled out fast.”

“Do you know time of death?”

“I’ve got a pretty tight timeline but as always, it’s an estimate. Between five a.m. and seven a.m.”

Which meant Draven had killed her first thing in the morning. “Anything else you can tell me?”

“She’d recently had intercourse.”

My spine straightened. “Any signs of force?”

“No. It was likely consensual.”

“That’s something, at least.” I was glad Amina hadn’t had to endure a rape before her death. “Did the sperm come back as Draven’s?”

“This is all off the record.” Mike looked between me and Willy, a sudden look of fear crossing his face like he’d already said too much. “Right?”

“Right,” I promised. “I won’t use any of this in the paper until the authorities release it to the press.”

Mike studied my face for a long moment, then gave me a nod. “The new preliminary quick test matched his sample. I’m still waiting on the full results. But the prelims are rarely wrong.”

An interesting twist. Draven and Amina had had sex before he’d killed her. Why? Were they new lovers? Old lovers? Why the motel instead of his home? Was her death an act of passion? All questions I would have written down in my notepad.

Fucking Dash.

“Thanks so much for your time.” I stood and held out my hand.

Mike stood too. “None of this gets printed until the report is released.”

“You have my word. Thanks again.”

Willy and I excused ourselves from the office, making our way back into the sunshine and fresh air. As we climbed into my car, Willy laughed. “You’re good. I was sure he’d kick us out when you told him what report you wanted.”

“I have my moments.” I smiled and turned on the car. “Thanks for the help.”

“Any time. What now?”

“Now?” I blew out a long breath. “Now I need to find more about our victim. Her daughter is in Colorado, but I wouldn’t approach her this soon anyway. Amina grew up here but doesn’t have any family left. I’m hoping to find a few people who knew her as a kid. I want to find out why she came back, and why she met up with Draven.”

“I might be able to help with that,” Willy said. “How about I buy my new boss a beer?”

“You’re on.”

*     *     *

As it turned out, The Betsy wasn’t just a seedy bar, but a place where the town’s history was as abundant as the dust mites floating from the rafters.

Thanks to three of the bar’s regulars—a trio of men well past seventy who were all somehow related to each other through cousins and marriages, I’d lost track—I had more information about Amina Daylee than I’d been able to find on my trusty sources Facebook and Google.

Amina’s name hadn’t shown up much in the newspaper archives. The only reference was a graduation announcement decades ago. It was how I’d pieced together that she’d gone to Clifton Forge High, one year junior to Draven. But besides the same alma mater, I hadn’t found much information about her family.

According to the guys at the bar, Amina’s family hadn’t lived in Clifton Forge long. Her stepfather had worked for the railroad and had been transferred here from New Mexico. One of the regulars recalled that the family had moved here not long before Amina had learned how to drive, because he’d sold them a car. I was a little too old for her at the time but that girl was a head turner.

The family was well-liked, from what the guys at The Betsy remembered, but their interactions had been limited because the winter after their daughter graduated and moved away, Amina’s parents were both killed in a tragic car accident. Somehow, I’d missed that in the news archives because her mother had taken her stepfather’s last name while Amina had kept Daylee.

Her parents were buried in the town cemetery. Maybe she’d come back to visit their graves.

“Another one, Bryce?” the bartender asked.

I swallowed the last gulp of my beer. “I’m good, Paul. Thanks.”

About twenty minutes ago, I’d lost Willy and the three regulars to the pool table while I’d stayed in my stool, finishing up my second beer. The door behind me opened, the bright afternoon light streaking inside. The thud of heavy boots vibrated the floorboards as the new customer came toward the bar.

Glancing over my shoulder, I expected a stranger’s face. Instead, I found vibrant hazel eyes and a face I’d all but memorized.

“You stole my notepad.”

Dash slid into the empty stool beside me and jerked his chin at Paul, a silent order that must have meant fetch me a beer because Paul did just that. Dash rocked on his stool, getting comfortable. The seat was so close to mine that one of his broad shoulders came a fraction of an inch from touching the bare skin of mine.

My heart skipped—stupid organ—and I gritted my teeth. I refused to acknowledge how close his forearm was to mine. I refused to look at the black tattoo that decorated his skin in wide, black strokes. I refused to budge as he crowded me because, damn it, I was here first.

“Do you mind?” I eyed him up and down. “Move over.”

He didn’t budge.

“I don’t like you.”

The corner of Dash’s mouth turned up. With his other arm, he reached behind himself and dug something out of his back pocket, slapping it onto the bar. My yellow notepad. “Here.”

“Thief.” I snatched it up and put it in my purse. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of looking through it now. But the second I was alone, I was checking every single page.

“Not much of a notetaker, are you? There wasn’t shit in there I didn’t already know.”

I scoffed. “Because I’ve already printed it in the newspaper.”

“Here you go.” Paul came over to deliver Dash’s beer. “What’s the word on your dad?”

“Bond hearing is tomorrow.”

“You think he’ll get out on bond?”

Dash shot me a wary glance, like he didn’t want to answer while I was sitting here. Tough luck, King. I was here first. “Yeah. He’ll get out.”

“Good.” Paul sighed. “That’s real good.”

Good? “Aren’t you worried that a potential murderer will be out of police custody and roaming the streets?”

Paul only laughed, killing any chance at a decent tip. “Holler if you need anything, Dash. I need to head back and change a keg.”

“Will do.” The bastard thief had a smug grin on his face as he lifted the pint glass for a drink.

Unable to tear my eyes away—more stupid organs—I followed the bob of his Adam’s apple as he swallowed. Watched with rapt attention as his tongue darted out to dry the foam on his top lip.

“I’m going to steal something else if you keep staring at my mouth like that.”

I didn’t look away. It was a challenge, but I didn’t look away. “Has anyone ever told you that your eyebrows are rather bushy?”

Dash laughed, the low and rich sound sending a shiver down my spine. “Once or twice. How was your meeting with Mike today?”

“Informative.” He was following me now? God, this man was irritating, but I kept my expression neutral. “I’ve learned a lot today. Sunday’s paper is going to be a good one.”

“Look forward to reading it.” Dash set down his beer and twisted in his seat, his knee bumping into mine. “It’ll be the last time the Tribune prints something I don’t already know.”

“And why’s that?”

“Dad’s getting out tomorrow.”

“And what, exactly? He gets out of jail and kills me too?”

His stubbled jaw ticked. “He gets out of jail and tells me what the fuck really happened. Then we end this little game.”

“It’s not a game.” I stood from my seat, slinging my purse over a shoulder. “This is my job. The town deserves to know there’s a killer in their midst. A woman was murdered and she deserves justice.”

“She’ll get justice when the cops find the person who killed her, not hold an innocent man.”

“Innocent? I’ve read enough about this club of yours to know your father is far from innocent.”

“Former club.”

“Semantics.”

“Fuck, you’re difficult,” he growled.

“See you later, King.” I headed for the door, waving to Willy who was still engrossed in his game of pool. He’d have to find another ride to the office because I wasn’t hanging around The Betsy a second longer.

Well, maybe one more second.

“Oh, and Dash?” I turned and met his glare. He’d been watching me walk away. “How long do you think it took after your dad fucked Amina Daylee for him to kill her? An hour? Maybe two? He doesn’t strike me as a cuddler.”

Dash’s jaw barely tightened, his eyes only widening a fraction. He was good at hiding surprise, but I was better at spotting it. He’d had no idea his innocent father had had sex with Amina right before her murder.

I left him sitting there, his mind visibly whirling, and walked out the door. Slowly, secret by secret, I’d uncover the truth. First about Amina Daylee’s murder. Then about the Tin Gypsy Motorcycle Club.

And when I did, maybe this empty feeling that I was missing something from my life would finally go away.


Chapter Seven


Dash

I waited outside the county courthouse for Dad in my truck, idly tapping my knee with my thumb. His bond hearing was over, and as soon as he checked out, we were getting the hell out of here.

It was strange to be driving the Dodge in summer. I’d bought this truck only a month before spring, so we were still adjusting to one another. It was black, like all its predecessors. It still had the new-car smell because I hadn’t had much time behind the wheel. As soon as the ice thawed from the roads each spring, I only rode my bike until the snow flew in late fall. Montana winters were long and most of us who rode didn’t want to miss a single decent day.

But I’d wanted to pick Dad up today. We had too much to talk about to put it off for the ten minutes it would take for us each to ride our own bikes to the garage. And I hadn’t wanted to take the guys away from work at the garage to get Dad’s bike over here.

He came out the front door wearing the same clothes he had been in last Friday. His silver stubble was thick, nearly a beard, and as he climbed in, his deep brown eyes were tired. Dad looked like it had been a month since he’d been arrested, not just a week.

“Hey.” He clapped me on the shoulder, then buckled his seat belt. “Thanks. Appreciate you covering bail.”

“No problem.”

“Did you put up my house?” he asked.

“No. The garage.”

The judge had determined Dad wasn’t much of a flight risk, but given that he was the primary suspect for a violent murder and his past association with the club, bail had been set at half a million dollars.

“Damn.” Dad sighed. “Should have put up my house instead. Wish you hadn’t tied up the garage.”

“They’d ask a lot of questions if I just showed up with a duffel bag of cash from my safe.” I put the truck in drive and pulled away from the courthouse. “Your house. My house. The garage. Doesn’t matter. It’ll go away when we clear this shit up.”

Half a million cash wasn’t hard for either of us to come by, but considering how we’d made that money, we used it for things where it couldn’t be traced. Definitely not for covering a bond.

“Could have left me in there.”

“Never.” I frowned. Not only because he was my dad and didn’t belong there, but because I needed answers. Maybe I’d finally be able to show Bryce up. Because at the moment, in this race for information, I was losing miserably. “We gotta talk about what happened.”

“I need a day.” Dad laid his head back. “Then we’ll talk about it all.”

“We don’t have a day.”

“The cops aren’t going to find anything they haven’t already. Whoever set me up for this was thorough.”

“It’s not the cops I’m worried about,” I told him, watching as he sat up straight. “We’ve got a problem with Lane Ryan’s daughter at the paper.”

“What kind of problem?”

“She’s digging. And she’s good.”

“What’d she find?” Dad asked.

“At the moment, she’s focused on the murder investigation. But I’m worried she’s not going to stop there.”

“Fuck,” Dad muttered. “We don’t need a damn nosy reporter digging up old Gypsy business.”

“No, we don’t. We’ve been lucky. We shut things down. We played by the rules. And people just let it go.” They were happy to have peace in town for a change. “Bryce, this reporter, she’s not the type to let anything go.”

A trait that would have been irresistible had she been working on my side. Even as an enemy, she was damn tempting.

“Threatened to ruin her reputation. That backfired. But I’ll handle her.” I just had to figure out how.

The more I pushed, the more she pushed back. And Bryce was a strong-willed woman. I’d learned from my mom at an early age that most men didn’t stand a chance against a strong-willed and stubborn woman.

“Just be careful,” Dad said. “We both can’t be in jail.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to do something to land me in jail. I just . . . I have to find something to hold over her so she’ll back off.”

Fear used to be my weapon. My favorite tool. In my twenties, I’d used physical violence to make people afraid. But then I’d learned that extortion and blackmail were usually more effective. None would likely work on Bryce, certainly not getting physical. I’d never harmed a woman in my life and wasn’t about to start now. The idea of hurting her made my stomach turn.

“You could figure out a way to get her to work with us. Not against us,” Dad suggested.

Not a bad idea. Was there a way I could get Bryce to become an ally? If she were a friend, not a foe, I’d be able to feed her information about the Gypsies, not worry about her digging behind my back. And then I could control the information she put in her precious newspaper.

“Smart. That could work.”

“Maybe we should have been more open about why we shut down,” Dad said, staring out his window. “I’ve been wondering if it was going to put a target on our backs.”

“What would we have said? There was no way to explain it without bringing up a bunch of shit that needs to stay quiet.”

“You’re right.” His shoulders sagged. “Just been a long week. Lots of thinking about the past and the wrongs I’ve done. I fucking hate jail.”

“Most do.”

I’d only been in jail once, when I was nineteen. I’d been hauled in as a suspect for an assault and battery. Guilty as the night was long, I’d beaten the hell out of a man who’d cheated me at poker and pulled a gun on me when I’d confronted him about it.

Bastard should have shot me.

I wasn’t sure what Dad had done to get the guy to drop the charges, but they’d been dropped and the guy had moved out of town the next week. After that, I’d learned to be more verbal during a fight. Before I knocked anyone unconscious, they knew that if they talked to the cops, they’d pay with their life.

How many people saw my face in their nightmares?

Doubt had become a familiar feeling these past few years. Doubt. And shame. I’d been proud once. Proud of the man the club had made me. We’d lived our lives by following a set of rules not born from society, but from brotherhood. I’d been so sure of those rules, so steadfast in following them.

Then I’d begun to question them all.

That was the beginning of the end for the Tin Gypsies.

Years ago, after Emmett’s father had been murdered in the parking lot of The Betsy, the club had voted in change. Too many men had been lost, too many loved ones. It had taken us almost six years to unwind the club’s illegal dealings. To change the mindset of an old and outdated legacy.

We’d spent that time building up the garage so it could provide enough income to cover what we’d made illegally. No more drug protection runs. No more underground fighting ring.

Thanks to a lot of work and a little luck, the garage was more successful than any of us had imagined it would be. And when it came time to decide whether the Gypsies stayed a law-abiding club or parted ways, in the end, we were all ready to put the past to rest.

I wasn’t the only brother who’d looked in the mirror and hadn’t liked the man staring back.

Most of the club’s members took the money they’d stashed away and moved to new towns and into new homes. They left old demons behind for a fresh start. Those of us who stayed formed a new family, this one centered around the garage. Dad, Emmett, Leo and me.

I craved this normal life.

I’d thought the norms of society would be suffocating. Turns out, life was easier on this side of the law. It was nice to have people make eye contact when they passed you on the sidewalk. Nice not to see mothers grab their child’s hand when you looked their way. Nice to not be constantly looking over my shoulder.

At least, it had been until Bryce Ryan had shown up with her yellow notepad and goddamn curiosity.

I wouldn’t let her ruin this new life we’d built. I wouldn’t let her threaten my family. The only way I could protect us was by getting the information first.

“Tell me about Amina Daylee.”

Dad blew out a long breath. “Not today.”

“Dad—”

“Please. One day. Give me one day. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

I frowned but nodded. Then I changed direction, driving him home instead of to the garage. We didn’t speak as I wound through town. When I parked in the driveway of my childhood home, I stayed in my seat. “Tomorrow.”

He opened the door and nodded. “Tomorrow.”

With his head hanging low, he walked to the side door of the house and went inside.

We only used the side door at Dad’s place. The front door hadn’t been used in years. Even the mailman knew to drop packages at the side entrance.

Because none of us would walk up the front sidewalk. Not Dad. Not Nick. Not me. None of us would set foot on the place where Mom’s blood had once stained the cement. You couldn’t see the stain anymore. The rain and snow and sun had worn it away.

But it was still there.

Nick and I had both tried to get Dad to move out of that house. There were too many memories there, too many reminders of what we’d lost.

But those memories had a different effect on Dad. He stayed in that house because it was where he’d lived with Mom. To him, she was in the walls. The ceiling. The floor.

He’d die in that house before letting her go.

A chill crept over my skin and I shook it off, reversing out of the driveway and heading to work. When I pulled into the parking lot of the garage, I was in a shit mood.

Why would Dad need a day? Why wouldn’t he want to talk about Amina and how she’d been killed? Didn’t he want to find the person who’d framed him?

Had Bryce been right? Did he have sex with Amina? Who was that woman besides an old high school friend? To my knowledge, Dad hadn’t been with a woman since Mom had died. Maybe to punish himself. Maybe because he didn’t want another woman in his life. Sleeping with Amina would have broken one hell of a streak.

It unsettled me some, the idea of Dad with anyone else. He’d been loyal to Mom. Always. He hadn’t done anything wrong. So why was this bothering me?

I walked into the garage and found Emmett underneath the hood of a Chevy truck. “Hey.”

He looked past me, searching for Dad. “Where is he?”

“At home.”

“What?” He scowled. “We need to talk.”

“I know. But he wants a day. We’ll give it to him.”

“Who wants a day?” Leo asked, walking up to us with a bottle of water tipped to his lips.

“Dad.”

The water bottle dropped from his mouth. “Fuck that. We need answers. If it’s the Warriors setting him up then we need to—”

I held up a hand, my eyes cutting over to Isaiah, who was working in the next bay. “Not now.”

He nodded, clamping his mouth shut.

We all trusted Isaiah as a mechanic, but we weren’t going to get into old club business with him around—not just for our sake, but for his.

“Let’s just . . . be patient.”

Emmett scoffed. “Something the three of us excel at.”

“Yeah.” I took the phone from my pocket and walked over to a workbench, setting it and my keys on top. Then I looked at the workboard. The guys had the normal stuff covered, so I’d get to work on the Mustang. Work is good.

I could use some time with my tools and an engine. I could use some grease on my hands and time to think. Because come tonight, I needed to have a plan for dealing with Bryce Ryan.

I needed a plan for getting her onto my side.

*     *     *

“Get off my porch.”

I chuckled, tipping the beer bottle to my lips. “Hello, Bryce.”

“What are you doing here?” She stood in front of me, her hands planted on her hips. “How did you know where I live?”

“Do you really want to know?” I doubted she’d want to hear that I’d been following her around for days.

“No.” She’d come from the gym because her hair was up in a ponytail, a few tendrils near her temples still damp with sweat. Her black leggings molded to her lean legs. Her tank top was tight around her breasts and stomach, leaving only her graceful arms bare.

My dick jerked to life as I pictured peeling those clothes from her body, setting all her curves free. Best not to think about her naked, not when I was trying my new tactic.

“Beer?” I nodded to the six-pack by my boot, which now only had three bottles.

“I’ll pass.”

“More for me then.” I shrugged.

“Now that you know I don’t want a beer, take them and go home.”

“Can’t.”

“Why not?” She tapped a foot on the sidewalk. “Just hop on your bike and be on your way.”

“You weren’t here. You made me wait for you and I got thirsty. So I had to drink three beers. Can’t drive now. Someone will have to come and get me.”

“I’ll call you a cab.”

“Can’t.”

“Why?” The tapping foot got faster. God, it was fun pissing her off.

“My bike. Can’t leave it on the street. Have to take it home.”

“So you’re just going to sit on my porch until you’re sober enough to drive home?”

“If you insist.”

She growled at me, then bent low to take a beer from the pack. Off came the cap with a twist, but instead of putting it to that supple lower lip, she surprised me yet again.

She poured my beer onto the lawn.

“What the—” I shot off the single concrete step, reaching for the bottle. But she put her shoulder in my way, blocking me, as my perfectly good beer soaked into the green grass. “Is there a reason you’re wasting my beer?”

“Yeah. I want you off my porch.” She set the empty bottle down and reached for the pack again. This time it was my turn to block her. “Relax. I’ll drink the other two and maybe by the time they’re gone, you will be too.”

I put my finger in her face. “Pour another one out and next time I’ll show up with a case.”

The corner of her mouth twitched. “Fine.”

“Fine.”

I sat first, taking a beer out and twisting off the top. I gave her another warning stare before handing it over.

She took a small sip. “So back to my first question. What are you doing here?”

“Getting to know you better.”

“And why is that?”

“Let’s call it curiosity.” I took a long drink. “You’re kind of boring. You go in to the paper early every morning. Your dad is always there first. Then Santa Claus. Then you. Everyone else comes and goes, but you three keep a fairly regular schedule.”

If I surprised her by knowing her routine, she didn’t let on. She just sipped her beer, her eyes locked on the quiet street ahead of us. “That’s the downside of being in charge.”

“Sometimes you walk to the coffee shop on Central, though not every day. Lunch is usually at your desk unless you’re running around trying to fill in one of your notepads. And then you’re gone by five, straight to the gym. Except Tuesday, when you had dinner at your parents’ place. Taking a guess that’s a weekly thing.”

Bryce took a longer swig of her beer and the color rose in her face. It was the only sign that I was getting to her, but it was enough. “Anything else?”

I leaned an inch closer, the heat of her bare arm burning into mine. With our skin nearly touching, I bent my neck so I could talk right into her ear. “You hate doing laundry.”

She turned, barely missing my nose with her own and narrowed her eyes. “How’d you know that? Did you break into my house or something too?”

“No.” I ran my hand up her bare arm, from wrist to shoulder. Her breath shook and the fine hairs on her forearm rose. Her chest heaved but she didn’t pull away.

At least I wasn’t the only one affected by this magnetism between us. By this chemistry and this . . . want. Touching her pushed my control to the edge, so before it broke, I flicked the material on her tank top and moved away. “It says so on your shirt.”

She flinched, looking down at the words on her gray tank. The color in her cheeks flushed brighter as she scooted away an inch, pretending that my touch hadn’t just scorched us both.

I’d come up with a plan as I’d worked on the Mustang today.

My intimidation tactics weren’t working on Bryce and never would. She didn’t care that I had money. She didn’t care that I had power. She didn’t care that I had enough pull in this town to ruin her precious newspaper.

Because she was different. She wasn’t going to respond in the same way as a man. So instead of treating her like I would a man, I had to treat her like the gorgeous woman she was.

I couldn’t threaten her into silence, but maybe I could seduce her onto my side instead.

The plan had seemed brilliant an hour ago. Now that I’d touched her, maybe it was as goddamn stupid as it seemed.

How was I supposed to seduce a woman who made it impossible to think about anything other than stripping off those leggings?

I took another long drink of my beer and cleared my throat. “Paper comes out on Sunday. Anything you want to throw in my face before then?”

“Not at the moment,” she said quietly as I studied her profile.

Her nose was straight except for a small bump at the end. Her lips were plump, the bottom slightly wet from the beer. She even had a nice chin. I don’t know if I’d ever noticed the shape of a woman’s chin before but hers was tapered to a soft point. I couldn’t think of a nicer chin in the world.

“You’re staring.”

I blinked. “Yep.”

She twisted her neck to meet my gaze. “At the risk of being repetitive, you haven’t answered my question. Why are you on my porch? Because if it’s to intimidate me by telling me you’ve been following me around or to threaten—”

I slammed my mouth down on hers. Oh, hell. I never made the first move on a woman. My seduction technique was shit. But I couldn’t resist that mouth, and I had to taste it. I slid my hand up her face, my thumb resting on that perfect chin.

Bryce sat frozen. I’d already swallowed the little gasp she’d let out as my lips had crushed hers. She didn’t pull away. I waited for it, mentally counting the seconds before her beer bottle would smash into my temple. I’d need stitches for sure.

Except it never came.

Instead, she melted.

My tongue darted out and licked her bottom lip, tasting her own sweetness with the bitter beer. She parted for me and angled her head, giving me permission to sink in and get wet. And God—I moaned down her throat—she tasted good.

She slid her tongue into my mouth, but before we could get serious, she yanked her face away, her cheeks flushed and her eyes full of that familiar angry fire. Bryce stood, swiping up her beer to march to the front door. The keys rattled in her hand and the door pushed open, but before she disappeared inside, she shot me a snarl over her shoulder.

“Drunk or not, get the hell off my porch.”

Yeah. That was a damn good idea.


Chapter Eight


Bryce

My fingers drifted from the steering wheel to my lips. Since Dash’s kiss on Friday evening, I couldn’t stop touching them. All weekend long, I’d caught myself staring blankly into space with my fingers to my lips. No matter how much I rubbed them clean, no matter the many coats of lip gloss I applied, his touch was there like an invisible tattoo.

Why had I let him kiss me? Why had I kissed him back? Exercise, that’s why. I was blaming all of this on exercise.

I’d worked my ass off at the gym on Friday, running three miles on the treadmill followed by twenty minutes on the stair climber, then ten burpees. I’d pushed myself hard, trying to get my head on straight. Trying to get my mind off Dash and burn off some sexual frustration.

My workout had been so intense, I’d felt like a puddle as I’d driven home. Normally, puddle was a good state of being. Puddle meant a long, hot shower and a sound, dreamless sleep.

Fucking puddle. Exercise was no longer a sanctioned activity, not until I had my head screwed on straight where Dash was concerned. Not when he showed up and caught me unprepared.

Forcing my fingers back to the wheel, I pulled into the parking lot at the paper. I had a busy week ahead and starting off Monday without focus was not an option. Yesterday’s Sunday edition of the Tribune had gone out the door without a hitch, and it was time to focus on my articles for Wednesday.

I didn’t have time to worry about Dash Slater. I didn’t have time to think about how his tongue had tasted like cinnamon and beer. Or how close I’d been to dragging him inside my house to the bedroom on Friday.

My core quivered. Hell.

“Good morning, Art,” I said as I came into the building, hoping my smile didn’t seem as forced as it felt.

“Morning.” He smiled. “How are you?”

“I’m good,” I lied. “It’s going to be a great day. I can feel it.”

He chuckled. “You and your feelings.”

Feelings. I wish I could make sense of them where a hot biker was concerned. Why did he kiss me? Why? I didn’t have time for this kind of distraction.

I left Art hard at work adding yesterday’s paper to our electronic archive system and went to my desk. Plopping down in the chair, I stowed my purse and glanced around the empty room, taking a deep inhale.

The newspaper smell wasn’t bringing me much comfort today. Dash’s smell was too fresh in my mind, wind and cologne and a hint of oil.

The bastard was even stealing smells from me.

Well, I wasn’t going to let him take my focus from this story. Draven was going down for murder and I’d be there every step of the way. Once he was serving life in prison, I was going to find out why the Tin Gypsies had broken apart their club.

Yesterday, I’d written another feature on the murder. Timing had been on my side and the police had released some new information to the media, including a few details from Amina’s autopsy. I’d printed her name along with cause of death.

I hadn’t included the sexual evidence. True to my word with Mike, I’d keep that to myself until the chief deemed it newsworthy. Eventually, Draven and Amina’s sexual escapade would come to light. For now, I was content having that knowledge to use as I did my own investigating.

A clang from the pressroom caught my attention and I stood, pushing through the door. Dad was at the back by the Goss.

I’d gone for a pair of Birkenstocks today with my black skinny jeans and T-shirt, wanting to feel comfortable on the outside while my insides were all twisted in a knot, so my footsteps were nearly silent as I crossed the pressroom.

“Hey, Dad.”

He jumped, spinning around. “Hey, yourself. You startled me.”

“Sorry.” I smiled, but it fell when my eyes landed on a pair of legs hanging out from beneath the printer. “Is that BK?”

To my knowledge, BK didn’t wear black motorcycle boots. BK’s thighs weren’t firm and the jeans he wore didn’t mold around them perfectly. BK didn’t have narrow hips or a flat stomach.

My heart dropped. I knew that black belt. I’d had vivid fantasies of unbuckling it all weekend.

Before I could turn tail and sprint for the door, Dash slid out from beneath the machine. He had a wrench in one hand and a screwdriver in the other. His fingers were smudged with grease.

“Got it,” he told Dad, barely sparing me a glance.

“Really?” Dad asked.

“Really.” Dash stood, still refusing to look at me. “I think you should be good now. There’s a gear that probably needs to be replaced soon. I’ll see if I can get a part and come swap it. But I managed to get the one in there working for now so it won’t skip rotations.”

“That’s great.” Dad clapped Dash on the shoulder. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it. I was going to have to get a repairman from the press company, and bringing one out here can get expensive.”

“No problem.” Dash took a rag from on top of one of the towers, cleaning his hands. His eyes stayed fixed on Dad like I didn’t exist.

I hated how my heart sank. Refusing to let him win, I put on my best aloof face and turned up my nose a bit. He wasn’t going to ignore me. I was going to ignore him.

Hello, high school.

“How much do I owe you?” Dad asked.

“Nothing.”

“No, I can’t let you do all this for free.”

Dash chuckled, that devilish smile going straight to my center. Damn him. “Tell you what, buy me a beer the next time we run into each other around town.”

“All right.” Dad extended his hand again. “I’ll do that.”

Dash tossed his rag aside and shook Dad’s hand. Then, finally, he looked my way. “Bryce.”

“King.” I held his hazel gaze. “How are you today?”

“I had a good weekend.” He smirked. “Always makes for a good Monday.”

If his definition of a good weekend was invading my private life on Friday—kissing me—only to ride off and find another woman to make his weekend good, I was going to destroy him.

“Lucky you,” I said. “I wish I could say the same. I had an unwelcome guest on Friday who put a damper on my whole weekend.”

“What? Why didn’t you tell me about this yesterday?” Dad asked. “What guest?”

“We were busy yesterday with the paper. But it seems that I have a pest problem on my porch. Can I borrow your shotgun?”

Dash chuckled quietly, his broad chest shaking as he smiled at the wall.

“A shotgun?” Dad’s forehead furrowed. “What kind of pest? Gophers?”

“Nope.” I shook my head. “A snake.”

“You hate snakes.”

“With a passion. Hence, the shotgun.”

Dash continued to laugh under his breath. The movement making his jaw seem stronger. Sexier. Ugh.

“You’re not using the shotgun.” Dad frowned. “I’ll come over tonight and see if I can find it.”

“Thanks.” I’d tell him later the snake was gone. “Well, I have a busy day. Glad you got the press working.”

“Me too. It was a good thing Dash poked his head in when he did.” Dad laughed. “I was about to light the damn thing on fire.”

“I’m glad you didn’t.” Standing on my toes, I pressed a quick kiss to Dad’s cheek, then spun around and marched for the door. Behind me, Dash’s deep voice rumbled until the sound of boots echoed behind me on the floor.

Dad didn’t wear boots. He was a sneaker man.

Every cell in my body wanted to tell Dash to go away. Or to ask him to kiss me again. I wasn’t sure.

Fighting the urge to turn was hard but I kept my shoulders squared and my legs moving forward. When I pushed through the door, I only opened it a crack, hoping it would shut on Dash’s face.

It didn’t. The moment I was in my chair, Dash was perched on the edge of my desk. He crossed his arms over his chest, his biceps flexing with the movement. The definition around his muscles wasn’t something you saw often on mere mortals, all tight skin covered with tattoos.

I swallowed down a wave of drool. “What do you want?”

“A snake?” The corner of that sultry mouth turned up. His eyes were shining and full of mischief.

I shrugged. “It fits.”

He grinned, flashing me those white teeth. A lock of hair fell onto his forehead and I clasped my hands together so they wouldn’t reach to fix it. Dash had great hair. I bet it was silky and thick, the strands like dark chocolate. It was just long enough I could get a good grip if he was on top of—

Oh, for fuck’s sake. That kiss had scrambled my brain and given him the upper hand. Somehow, I had to take it back, which was going to be difficult with him sitting on the edge of my desk, smelling like sin and pure temptation.

“Was there something you needed?” I asked.

“How about a thank you?”

“For?”

He nodded to the pressroom door. “For fixing your press.”

If not for the stress it would take off Dad and the paper’s budget, I would have died a thousand deaths before uttering a word of gratitude for a job I hadn’t asked him to do. But Dad’s relief had been palpable. “Thanks.”

“Was that so hard?”

“Would you mind getting off my desk? I have work to do today.”

“Can’t.”

“Jesus. Here we go with the can’ts again.”

“Read your paper yesterday.”

“And.”

“It was . . . informative.”

“Well, that is the purpose of a newspaper. To inform the people.”

“You’re doing a hell of a job.” His compliment seemed genuine; therefore I didn’t trust it for a second. “I have a proposition for you.”

I arched an eyebrow, a silent I’m listening.

“Let’s call a truce.”

“A truce?” I scoffed. “Why would I agree to a truce? I’m winning.”

“Maybe.”

Bullshit. “Definitely.”

“Fine. You’re good. But we both want the same thing. We both want to find out who killed that woman.”

“But I already know. It was—”

“It was not my dad.” He held up a finger. “If it was, you can prove me wrong. But if I’m right, which I am, wouldn’t it be better to print the real story? The one about the real killer, before anyone else?”

“I hate to break this to you, King, but I’m the only one in town spreading the news. I don’t need your help getting the story. Hell, I can wait around and print what the cops feed me and I’ll still keep my readers.”

“But that’s not your style.”

No, it wasn’t. I wanted a scoop. And not just against other news outlets. I wanted to scoop the police too. “What exactly are you suggesting we do with a truce? Work together?”

“That’s right. Seems like we might be real good together.”

Heat flushed my face as his eyes drifted to my lips. We’d only shared a single kiss, but he was right. Given the sparks that crackled when we were in the same room, we’d be incredible together. The chemistry, mixed with our mutual dislike of one other, would ignite like fireworks. We’d probably set the sheets on fire.

Innuendo dripped from his words, but Dash wasn’t asking for sex, was he? He was asking for information. Slightly flattered that this request acknowledged my lead, I considered it. “You want me to hand over whatever I find about Amina Daylee’s murder. What’s in it for me?”

“Same. I’ll share what I find with you.”

“Including whatever you learn from your father?”

He thought about it, finally saying, “’Kay.”

Tempting. The proposition—the man—both tempting. My eyes narrowed as I studied Dash’s face. It seemed sincere. If he was lying, he was good at it, but I wasn’t going to hand over all my information on a Monday-morning whim. “Maybe. I’ll think about it.”

“Good enough.” He stood from the desk and relief rolled over my shoulders. He’d been sitting much too close.

“Bye,” I said to his back.

Except Dash didn’t walk to the door as I’d expected. He crossed the aisle to Dad’s desk and sat in the chair. “What are you doing?”

He waved a hand at the chair. “Sitting.”

“Why are you sitting?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, Dash scanned Dad’s desk until his eyes landed on a framed photo next to a cup of pens. He picked it up, a smile spreading on his mouth. “You look different.”

I tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “I used to work in TV.”

The picture he held was one Mom had had framed for Dad. It was of the three of us about a year ago. They’d come to Seattle for a visit—and to talk me into joining the paper and finally moving to Clifton Forge after hemming and hawing for years.

The day of the photo, they’d come to the TV station to see where I’d worked. My makeup had been heavy and my hair styled. I’d been dressed up in a navy suit, ready to go on camera.

“Huh.” Dash put the frame back and looked me up and down. “I like this better.”

“Me too.” I turned to my desk, opening a drawer for my calendar. Since his last visit, I’d made it a point to put everything in a drawer or cabinet before I left for the day. I flipped to today’s date, seeing that I needed to schedule a dentist appointment.

I’d do that after I got rid of Dash.

“Why’d you go into TV?”

I flipped a page in my planner. “You’re still here?”

Dash chuckled, angling his chair and dropping his forearms to his knees. “Until you answer the question.”

“Why? Why do you care?”

“Call it curiosity. I usually know a little more about a woman before I kiss her.”

“I find that impossible to believe.”

He dropped his head, his shoulders shaking as he laughed. “Yeah. You’re right. I don’t always ask questions first. But I am today.”

“And if I answer them, you’ll leave me alone?”

“Yeah.” He nodded. “Scout’s honor.”

I frowned to hide the smile that threatened. Was this flirting? No surprise, he was good at it. God, he needed to leave. I didn’t feel like talking about myself, but if discussing my history was the ticket to a Dash-free office, then I’d spill.

“I went to college at Montana State in Bozeman. I majored in English because they didn’t have a journalism program. My favorite professor knew I wanted to become a journalist, so he got me an internship at the TV station. My boss at the station said I had a knack for it.”

I despised the word hypnotized, but looking back, a part of me had been spellbound by the glitz and glamour of television. As an intern, I saw only the exciting events. I accompanied reporters as they went into the field, armed with microphones. I stood next to the cameramen as they filmed a crime scene with flashing blue and red police lights in the background. I shadowed the producer for the evening news. The evening anchor was a beautiful woman, smart and witty. She wore designer suits and had a makeup crew to paint on her flawless face.

It had all seemed so special. So exhilarating.

In college, I’d lived with my parents, forgoing dorm life to save them money. So I hadn’t had a typical college experience. No sharing a bathroom with twenty other women. No fraternity parties or wild nights at the bars. I’d taken a heavier than normal class load and graduated a year early.

For a twenty-one-year-old who’d craved a new adventure, television was it.

“How long did you work in TV?” Dash asked.

“Too long.”

I’d given the best years of my life to that job. I’d been so desperate for excitement and to climb the ladder. I’d wanted desperately to sit in that anchor’s seat. I’d given up everything else, missing out on the chance to marry a good man and have children.

“Why’d you quit?” Dash asked.

“About five years ago, I interviewed a woman who left Seattle for Montana. She’d just won the Pulitzer for an undercover story about a mobster importing weapons.”

“Sabrina.”

“Uh . . . yes.” I blinked. I guess he’d dug a lot deeper into my history than I’d suspected. “Sabrina MacKenzie.”

“Holt now. I know her.”

“You do?”

He nodded. “She lives in Prescott. That’s where my brother lives too. Emmeline, my sister-in-law, and Sabrina are good friends.”

“Small world.”

“Especially in Montana.”

“Anyway, I interviewed Sabrina. And I was jealous,” I admitted. “I was jealous of her story. She’d put herself out there and held nothing back. Dad had just bought the paper and had been begging me to move here. But I’d stayed in Seattle, holding out for a story like hers. It never came and the years, they kept passing by. Finally, I gave up. It was time to come home.”

I’d wasted five years after my interview with Sabrina busting my ass in Seattle. Every time I brought up a story idea to my producer, they’d nod and smile and tell me it was a good idea. Then they’d assign it to someone else, normally a man. Because I was needed on screen. I was the pretty face that came into people’s homes to tell them news, whether good or bad.

I was tired of being the pretty face.

Here at the Clifton Forge Tribune, I wasn’t going to win any awards. I wasn’t going to save countless lives by getting illegal handguns off the streets and away from children. But I could do honest work. I could tell the truth.

And if I wasn’t going to have a family, I’d have this paper. It would be my legacy instead of a family.

I wouldn’t fail at another career.

“Any other questions?” I asked, vulnerability thick in my voice. Why had I told him all of that? Why couldn’t I have just left it at “I worked in TV and now I don’t”? Instead, I’d opened up a piece of my past and splashed it all over the room for him to scrutinize.

His stare raked over my face, seeing too much. The sadness. The failure. The regret. Even my closest friends in Seattle, not that I’d had many with my work hours, didn’t know about those feelings.

“No. No more questions.” The chair’s wheels slid as he stood. He pushed it into Dad’s desk, then returned to sit on mine again.

“Good.” I bent and plucked my laptop from my tote. “I have a busy day.”

“Bryce.”

I met his gaze. “Kingston.”

“I think I prefer King,” he grumbled.

“Then go away, King. I need to get to work.”

Dash stood, moving for the door, but an impulse made me call out and stop him.

“Wait.” I needed my power back. I needed control. So I stood from my chair, walking right into his space without hesitation. His eyes flashed as I reached up and threaded my fingers into that hair. It was silky, like I’d expected. With a firm grip on those thick strands, I yanked his mouth down onto mine.

He froze for a split second but then he caught up to the kiss. His arms wrapped around my back, crushing me to his chest as his tongue pushed inside my mouth. The taste of cinnamon exploded on my tongue as he plundered. Not to be outdone, I made sure to meet him beat for beat, pouring everything I had into that kiss. A weekend’s worth of frustration and longing, all delivered with sucking and licking and fisting his hair.

I gave as good as I could before ripping my lips away, placing a palm on his sternum and shoving him hard with all my might.

Dash staggered backward a foot. His lips were swollen, and we both breathed hard. Confusion was written all over his handsome face—along with lust. He longed for more.

And now, I had my power back.

“I’ll agree to the truce after I question your dad,” I said. “Set it up. I want to talk to him, tonight.”


Chapter Nine


Dash

“Dad?” I called through the house. No answer.

The lights were off in the kitchen and living room. His bike was missing from the garage.

“Fuck,” I muttered, clenching my fists.

He wouldn’t skip out on bond, not when the garage was on the line. I should have pressed harder on Friday when I’d picked him up from the courthouse, but he hadn’t wanted to talk then. He didn’t want to talk now.

An hour after I’d left Bryce at the newspaper, my head was still spinning from that kiss. I’d gone to the garage to kill time with an oil change as I waited for Dad to come in. When I’d texted him yesterday, he’d ignored me. All damn weekend. Finally, he’d responded last night, promising to be at the garage by ten. When eleven o’clock had rolled around and he still hadn’t shown, I’d come here.

When Dad didn’t want to be found, he wasn’t easy to track down.

What was he hiding? Why wouldn’t he talk to me about this? Murder wasn’t uncommon in our past life, but this was the first time he’d been arrested for the crime.

Son of a bitch. I left through the side door, going outside to climb on my bike. There was no point continuing my search. When he was ready to talk about Amina Daylee, he’d show.

The return trip to the garage was fast. I spent the time wondering how I’d convince Bryce to keep this truce if Dad wasn’t talking. She’d be pissed as hell, and I doubted another kiss would buy me more time. To feel her lips on mine, it would be worth a try. I’d be more than okay with a repeat of this morning if it meant I got her hand in my hair and her slim body pressed against mine.

I pulled into the parking lot, surprised to see Dad’s bike in the lot and him inside talking to Presley. “When’d you get here?”

He glanced at the clock. “About five minutes ago.”

“I went to the house.”

“That’s what Pres said. Sorry I’m late. I took a quick ride this morning to clear my head.”

“You didn’t go out of town, did you?”

“No, he didn’t,” Presley answered for him. “He promised he didn’t cross the county line.”

“We need to talk.”

Dad nodded, not moving from his chair across from Presley’s desk. “Yeah.”

“I’ll get Emmett and Leo. Pres, would you mind taking Isaiah and grabbing some lunch for all of us? Send Emmett and Leo in?”

“Sure thing.” She stood and reached for her purse. “Sandwiches?”

“Sounds good. Here.” I fished out my wallet from my back pocket and took out a fifty.

Presley took it and hurried from the office. Minutes later, Emmett and Leo came into the office from the interior door that led into the garage. The rumbling sound of the garage bay doors closing accompanied them.

I flipped the sign on the office door to CLOSED as the guys took a seat. Not exactly the long table in the clubhouse where we used to have meetings, but a stark reminder of just how much things had changed.

Silence stretched on long and tense as we waited for Dad to speak. The clock on the wall ticked in a mismatched rhythm to my heartbeat.

“Draven.” Emmett broke first.

“We went to high school together.” Dad’s eyes were trained on the papers scattered on Presley’s desk. “I knew her from years back.”

We all knew that already, thanks to Bryce’s newspapers, but I doubted Dad had read them since he’d been released. None of us interjected, though. We let him take his time. The president, current or former, deserved that respect.

“She called me out of the blue. I hadn’t heard from her in ages. Met her at the motel,” Dad continued. “Talked for a few hours, catching up. Spent the night.”

“Did you fuck her?” I asked.

His eyes snapped to mine, a hint of remorse flashing through his gaze. Then he gave me a single nod.

So Bryce had been right about that too.

“Spent the night. Got up to go home. Shower. Came to work. You were here for the rest.”

“She was stabbed,” Emmett said, his fingers steepled by his chin. “Any idea if the cops have a murder weapon?”

Dad sighed. “According to Jim, they found one of my hunting knives at the motel.”

“How would they know it’s yours?” I asked.

“Has my name engraved on the side. Your mom gave it to me ages ago.”

“Shit.” Leo let his head fall back into the wall. “You’re fucked.”

The room went quiet again—Leo wasn’t wrong. If the police had the murder weapon and could put Dad at the scene, there wasn’t much else they were missing.

“Anything else?”

He shook his head. “Don’t know. Jim advised me to stay quiet. I met with Marcus twice and he asked me some questions about what happened. How I knew her. Didn’t tell him much other than we went to high school together. After that, they pretty much left me alone in my cell. Didn’t ask anything else.”

“Yeah, because they don’t need to ask questions,” Emmett said. “They have you at the scene during the time she was killed. It was your weapon. Unless we can prove it was someone else, they have all they’ll need to put you away.”

“What about motive?” I asked. “Why would you kill her?”

Dad hesitated, his eyes dropping to his feet. But then he raised them and shook his head. “No idea.”

My gut twisted. I could count on three fingers the number of times Dad had lied to me. Now I’d be adding a fourth. It wasn’t obvious to Emmett and Leo, but there was something he wasn’t saying.

With Emmett and Leo here, I wouldn’t call Dad out. I’d ask about it later, when it was only the two of us. For now, we had other things to discuss.

“So it’s a setup.” It had to be a setup. Right? Dad would have told us if he’d killed the woman. “Who would want you to take the fall for this?”

Dad huffed. “That’s a long list, son.”

“Make it anyway,” Emmett ordered. “We gotta start somewhere.”

“I’ve got some ideas,” Dad said. “I need to make some calls, then we’ll regroup.”

“Fine. There’s something else.” I paused, taking a deep breath because I doubted the reaction to my announcement would be positive. “Made an agreement today with Bryce Ryan.”

“Who?” Dad asked.

“The hot new reporter in town,” Leo answered. “Dash has been following her around all week.”

“That so?” Dad’s eyes narrowed.

“It’s not like that.” Now it was my turn to lie. “Told you yesterday she’s good. I dropped by the paper today to have a word this morning. We made an agreement. She tells us what she’s got. We do the same. But first, she wants to talk to you.”

“No.” Dad stood and went to the door. With a flick, it was open and he was storming out.

“Where the hell are you going?” I chased after him. He moved fast, not stopping as I followed him outside. “Dad. What the fuck? We aren’t done talking.”

“Got nothing else to say right now, Dash. You wanted to talk. We talked. Now I need to go. Get some space.”

“What for?”

“What for?” He whirled on me, anger coloring his eyes. “A woman I knew for over forty years is dead. A woman I cared about. And she’s dead because of me. So is it too much to ask that you give me some fucking space and let me get my head wrapped around that?”

Fuck. I took a step away, holding up my hands. This wasn’t about Amina.

This was about Mom.

This was about her murder and the guilt Dad had been carrying for decades.

The love of his life was dead because of his choices. He’d cost Nick and me our mother. And now another woman was dead because no matter how normal his life was these days, Dad would always be a target.

“Someone wants you to spend the rest of your life rotting in a prison cell, Dad. I’m just trying to see that it doesn’t happen.”

“I get it.” He blew out a long breath. “Amina, she was . . . there’s history. I can’t think straight right now. Been trying to think it through for over a week. Before I can talk about it, I need to work it out in my head.”

“’Kay.” He might need time, but I was going to keep pushing hard to find out who’d really killed that woman. I wasn’t letting the cops steal my only living parent for a crime he hadn’t committed.

Dad walked to his bike, stopping three feet away to speak over his shoulder. “Stay clean on this, Kingston.”

My spine straightened. Dad hadn’t called me Kingston in years. It was like Mom rattling off our first, middle and last names when we were in trouble.

“I mean it,” he said. “Don’t do something stupid to land yourself in a cage too. Worst case, I spend the few years I have left wearing orange. I’d handle that a lot better if I knew you were free.”

I nodded.

“That’s what it was always about. Being free.” He walked over to his bike, touching the handlebars. Though the Tin Gypsies were no longer, he still had the old motto etched on the gas tank.

Live to Ride

Wander Free

Dad and Emmett’s father had started the Tin Gypsy club back in the eighties. They’d recruited some friends until it had grown and grown. In the beginning, it had been a bunch of young guys who’d wanted to ride bikes and say fuck you to any authority or convention. They wanted the chance to make some extra money for their families.

This was back when they restored bikes with scrap parts, the metal more like cheap tin than the steel machines we spent fortunes on now.

When Dad spoke of that time, it seemed simpler. It might have stayed that way if Mom hadn’t died.

Dad blinked a few times too fast and my heart twisted. Was he crying? I hadn’t seen Dad cry since Mom’s funeral. Even then, it hadn’t lasted for more than a few heartbreaking tears. He’d been too angry to cry. Too focused on vengeance to let his grief show for long.

Without another word, he swung his leg over the bike. He plucked his sunglasses from his hair, hiding any emotion, and raced out of the parking lot like his nickname was Dash, not mine.

I hung my head, rubbing the tension away from my neck.

“We all know who set up Draven.” Emmett’s voice behind me was low. I turned to find both him and Leo standing a few paces away.

“Yeah.” We all knew. “Dad’s got to be the one to make that call.”

“You could,” Leo argued.

“I could, but I’m not going to.” It was the reason I hadn’t made that call when Dad was in jail. “Dad approaches the Warriors. No one else.”

Emmett and Leo nodded without another word.

“Let’s get to work.”

Maybe another afternoon working on cars would help me figure out what the hell was happening. Because at the moment, I sure as fuck didn’t have a clue.

*     *     *

“So much for your truce.” Bryce spun away, marching out of the garage. “I knew this was a mistake.”

“Wait.” I chased, grabbing her elbow. “Just wait.”

“Why?” She yanked her arm free. “This is quid pro quo. I give you something. You give me something. If Draven isn’t here to tell me his side of the story, then me being here is pointless. I’m leav—”

“My dad did not kill Amina Daylee.”

She faced me again, planting her hands on her hips. “How do you—”

“I just know.” I locked my eyes on hers. “He didn’t kill her. But someone did and if you believe in truth and justice the way I suspect you do, you want to find the real killer.”

“The cops—”

“—have a man pegged dead to rights. They aren’t going to dig any deeper than the surface.”

She huffed. “How can I trust—”

“You can—”

“Stop interrupting me.”

I clamped my mouth shut.

Her face was red and her chest heaving. “How can I trust you?”

Trust? “You can’t.”

Bryce let out a dry laugh. “Then what are we doing?”

I took a step closer. The pull to be near her was irresistible. I wanted her to believe me, at least once. “Don’t trust me. And I won’t trust you. Maybe we can just not stand in each other’s way and both get our answers.”

“Seems complicated.”

My hand drifted to her cheek, framing her face. “It is.”

“Dash,” she warned, putting her hand between us. It rested on my chest, firm, but she didn’t shove me away.

I inched closer. The pressure on her hand gave way. “Can’t stop thinking about your lips.”

Bryce’s eyes fell to my mouth.

My hand came up between us, covering her own and trapping it to my heart. I expected her to try and yank it away, but then it fisted in my T-shirt as she dragged my mouth to hers.

My tongue delved into her mouth, taking the time to explore the corners I’d missed on our last two kisses. With my free arm, I pinned her to me, my arm tight across her shoulders. I angled my head to get deeper and steal her breath.

She trembled, her knees wobbling, but she clung to me as fiercely. The kiss was hot and wet. Blood rushed to my cock, making it swell against her hip.

“More,” she moaned into my mouth.

I growled, letting go of her hand to grab her ass, hauling her up and around my hips. Her legs wrapped around my waist and her arms looped around my neck. Walking us to the closest surface, I set her down on the hood of the Mustang I’d worked on all day.

The owner was an arrogant asshole from Hollywood and I wanted nothing more than to fuck Bryce on the hood of his car.

That was definitely where we were heading. Bryce’s thighs squeezed tight around me as I laid her on the glossy hood. The metal buckled slightly as I settled my weight onto her, pressing my chest against her breasts. Our mouths broke apart, hers to gasp for air while I sucked and licked my way down her neck.

“Tell me now if you want to stop,” I panted against her collarbone.

She shook her head, her hands diving into my hair. “Don’t stop.”

I yanked hard at the V-neck of her shirt, dragging it down over a breast. Then I did the same to the cup of her bra, so I could latch my mouth over a supple nipple.

Bryce’s back arched off the car, thrusting her breast even farther into my mouth. Her fingernails dug into my scalp.

My hands tore at the other side of her shirt, seams splitting as I freed her other nipple. “Last chance.”

I flattened my tongue, dragging it over the hardened bud.

She hissed. “Stop.”

The lust roaring through my veins turned to ice, and I froze. Shit. I hadn’t expected that. I took my mouth from her skin, backing away a few inches.

Bryce sat up on the car, once again fisting my shirt as she pulled me close. Nose to nose, she whispered, “Stop warning me away. Haven’t you figured it out? That just makes me want it even more.”

Thank fuck. “Then hold on.”

Slamming my mouth back onto hers, we kissed through a frenzy of fumbling fingers and flying clothes. Bryce yelped when I jerked her off the car’s hood and onto her feet. I’d already tugged off her T-shirt and she’d done the same for mine. The bra was next. But as I reached for the clasp, a breeze drifted into the garage, bringing us both back to reality.

One of the bay doors was still open. It was only eight and the glow of the sunset still illuminated the parking lot. This time of year, it didn’t get completely dark in Montana until well after nine. Not that it mattered. The shop’s lights were blazing. Anyone driving by would see us going at it on the Mustang.

With a fast swoop, I picked Bryce up, one arm under her ass to support her as my other one dove into that soft dark hair, her legs wrapping around me again. I used my grip to tilt her head, then fused my mouth with hers, kissing her senseless as I walked us to the other wall.

The pressure in my cock made walking uncomfortable, especially when she ground her center closer. I finally reached the control panel and punched the red button to shut the door. The outside light faded, leaving only us and the florescent bars beaming overhead.

Bryce reached between us, her hand sliding down the bare skin of my stomach until it reached the waistband of my jeans. With a flick of her fingers, the button came undone. The zipper followed. Then she dove inside my boxers, fisting my shaft as I groaned down her throat.

“Fuck.” I tore my mouth away, searching for a place to put her. My eyes landed on a tool bench. Two long strides and I set her down, shoving and pushing away the tools I hadn’t put away.

Bryce’s frantic movements matched my own as she reached behind her and unclasped her bra. “Hurry.”

“Condom.” I dug into my back pocket for my wallet and fished out a condom.

Shifting her weight on the bench, Bryce struggled to get out of her jeans. They were too tight, goddamn it. I’d appreciated that when she’d walked into the garage earlier. But now?

“Christ.” I picked her up by the armpits, her breasts bouncing as I set her down. Then I dropped to my knees, pulling the black denim and panties off her toned legs so fast that she had to steady herself on my shoulders. The sandals on her feet clattered to the floor.

I couldn’t resist. Her bare pussy was right there and I leaned in, dragging my tongue through her folds.

“Oh my God,” she gasped, nearly collapsing on me.

I grinned and stood. I’d have my mouth on her again. Soon. But right now, I wanted to bury myself inside her.

My boots and jeans were gone in a flash, the condom rolled onto my pulsing cock. Then I had Bryce up in my arms. This time, I spun us for the wall, her spine colliding with the cool concrete at the same time I lined up with her center and thrust deep.

“Ahh,” she cried, the sound of surprise and pleasure echoing off the walls.

I buried my face in her neck, sucking in a breath so I wouldn’t embarrass myself and come after just one stroke. “Goddamn, you feel good.”

She moaned, her head lolling to the side. Just the slightest tilt of her hips told me she wanted more.

I slid out, slowly, then pistoned forward again, earning myself a hitched breath and whole-body shudder. “Good?”

“Uh-huh.” She nodded. “Harder.”

“Fucking right, harder.” I obeyed, setting a steady rhythm. The sound of her tiny moans, the feel of her wet heat, the way she moved with me, thrust after thrust. The air around us was electric. The need to get more, be deeper, sent me into a blind animal state. Fucking this woman is incredible.

We grappled, hands going everywhere trying to feel it all. We kissed, hard, bruising licks that didn’t satisfy the craving. We rebounded from surface to surface, abandoning the wall when it wasn’t enough. Discarding the tool bench when it wasn’t enough. Until we ended up on the Mustang again, both of our bodies glistening with sweat and steam condensing on the hood beneath us.

“Dash.” She writhed as I laced my fingers with hers, holding them flush to the red metal. “I’m—”

“Come, Bryce.”

She came so hard I saw the white spots in her vision. As she pulsed and squeezed my cock like an iron fist, I let loose, pouring inside her and groaning to the ceiling.

Limp and wrung out, I collapsed onto the car next to Bryce, my heart thundering behind my ribs. “That was . . . fuuuuck.”

There weren’t words. Sex like that shouldn’t exist because now I wanted it every day. Bryce was more addictive than any drug on the planet.

We heaved, coming back to reality, until our bodies cooled with the unspoken tension.

We’d fucked. Hard. We’d exposed ourselves, bringing along a weakness neither of us could afford.

“Oh my God.” Bryce shot off the car like a lightning bolt. I propped up on an elbow, my legs dangling to the floor. I’d never seen a woman dress so fast.

Damn if that didn’t bruise my ego.

“Thanks. I needed that.” I regretted the words instantly.

Bryce’s arms stilled as she zipped up her jeans. The look she shot me had the power to kill, but she schooled the fury quickly and slid on her sandals.

Maybe she should hate me. Maybe I should drive her away. It was probably better that way. So I might as well make it stick.

I flopped back on the car, tossing an arm over my forehead to hide most of my face. “Side door leads to the parking lot. Do me a favor. Flip the lock on your way out.”


Chapter Ten


Bryce

I should go inside. Except I was having a hell of a time getting out of my car.

I was parked in the lot of the Clifton Forge High School, inspecting my nail polish. I’d spent two hours doing a home manicure last night. It was a comfort thing. When I had a lot on my mind, painting my fingernails was my go-to stress reliever. And considering what had happened with Dash in the garage last night, there was a lot on my mind.

I’d gone straight home after he’d dismissed me. Well, not exactly dismissed. I was already leaving. His parting words had shocked me, enough that I’d obeyed and locked the side door behind me.

Even after a hot shower, the manicure and a sleepless night, I couldn’t make sense of how it had happened. One moment, I was standing there, reveling in the honesty of his words when he said I couldn’t trust him. I went soft at the vulnerability in his voice when he asked that we work together. When his mouth touched mine, all rational thought vanished.

Damn, what was I thinking? There was no question that Dash seduced me. And the fool I was, I’d let him. The sex, I would have been able to make sense of quickly. It was just sex. Two people coming together to scratch an itch. The tension between us was combustible, and it had only been a matter of time before we broke. The sex was not the problem.

The problem was, Dash had cast me away, and I’d never felt quite so used.

Flip the lock on your way out.

Ouch.

Hence the reason I’d gone straight for my tub of fingernail polishes at midnight.

In the dim light of my bedroom, the red I’d chosen had looked darker. Now that I was sitting in broad daylight, the color was a match for the car Dash had fucked me on last night.

Hot-sex red.

When I got home tonight, I was throwing the nearly new bottle away.

I should go inside. Twenty minutes had passed since I’d driven to the school and I wanted to get inside before the office closed for the day. School was out for the summer and according to their website, office hours ended at three. I only had fifteen minutes left, but here I was, stuck staring at my nails.

My sex nails.

It was hazy, but I was pretty sure I’d scratched Dash a time or two during our escapade. Bastard. I wish I’d drawn blood.

It bothered me beyond end that I felt slimy. Dash was a villain in every way, but had that stopped me from foolishly hoping he was more? Nope. I was ashamed of myself. Not for the sex.

For the hope.

I was no stranger to casual sex. Once, I’d gotten involved with a man from work, a junior producer who’d been as handsome as he was cocky. The two of us had started sleeping together, and weeks later, as we lay naked in bed, he asked if I’d put in a word for him with the executive producer. He was after a promotion and thought sleeping with the female anchor might improve his chances. The idiot actually thought I had some sway. He didn’t realize I was merely a puppet for the network, a pretty face to deliver bad news with a smile.

I’d felt used then, but it was nothing compared to the way I felt now.

Maybe today was extreme because I’d let go of all my inhibitions. I’d given my body over entirely to Dash, letting him bring me to the edge and push me over. Maybe it stung more today because I’d never had such all-consuming sex before.

It had been raw and rough and eviscerating. From now until the end of my life, last night’s orgasm would be the yardstick for all future comparisons.

Stupid, Bryce. So fucking stupid.

In all fairness, Dash had warned me not to trust him. The tenderness between my legs was a throbbing reminder of my mistake.

I never should have gone to the garage. I never should have believed Dash wanted a truce. When Draven hadn’t been there last night, I should have turned tail and run.

Except I’d underestimated Dash and his ability to charm. My eagerness had been my weakness and Dash had exploited it with precision. He’d even made me doubt that Draven was guilty of Amina’s murder.

Draven was guilty. Wasn’t he? The man couldn’t be innocent, right? Unless this was all a setup.

The doubts had been rattling around the corners of my mind all day. Damn it, Dash.

I took out the yellow notepad from my purse and plucked a pen from the cup holder. Flipping it to a free page, I wrote one word in big capital letters.

MOTIVE

What was Draven’s reason for killing? We could place him at the scene of the crime. He’d had sex with Amina before she’d been stabbed. Chief Wagner was being extremely tight-lipped about the details of the case, but he had told me they’d found a murder weapon at the scene—a black hunting knife.

That was means and opportunity. But what was Draven’s motive? Why would he kill Amina Daylee, a woman he’d gone to high school with and, from what I could tell, hadn’t seen much of since?

Was it a crime of passion? Maybe Draven had used Amina like Dash had used me. But instead of leaving through the side door like I had, Amina had gotten angry. Maybe she’d ignited his rage and he’d killed her in the heat of the moment.

As tempting as it was to go with that theory, it didn’t jive.

I hadn’t spent much time around Draven, but I did have carnal knowledge of his son. Dash had the talent to rile me up. We stabbed at one another’s buttons and flared each other’s tempers. But he wasn’t a hothead. Dash was calculated and precise, traits he’d likely learned from his father.

My eyes went back to the word on my notepad, spinning it around, looking at it sideways, backward and upside down.

What was Draven’s motive?

I’d hoped to ask him last night. Instead I’d let Dash get me naked in the garage. Truce, my ass.

He’d seemed sincere. There was no way he’d faked that level of satisfaction with the sex. So why dismiss me? Surely he knew that would be counterproductive to the alleged truce.

One thing was certain—Kingston Slater confounded me. Using him to glean Draven’s motive wasn’t an option now.

So I’d have to find another way.

There’d been two people in that motel room when Amina had been murdered: the killer and Amina herself. She was the key. If Draven was innocent, then her past might lead me to the truth.

I donned a smile for the first time all day, slung my purse over my shoulder and headed for the school. Inside, the lobby was empty and quiet. My shoes echoed as I walked to the office, waving at the secretary stationed up front—Samantha, according to the nameplate on her desk. “Hello.”

“Hi. How can I help you?” she asked.

“I’m Bryce Ryan.” I extended my hand over the counter. “I work at the newspaper and I was hoping you could help me.”

“I’ll try.” Her cheerful smile eased my nerves.

The secretary at my high school had been more terrifying than the principal, but based on the number of thank-you cards pinned to a corkboard on the wall beside her chair, I was guessing the students here adored Samantha.

“I’m looking for any information I can find on a former student.”

Samantha’s face fell. “Shoot. The principal is gone and she’s who you’d have to talk to about student records. She knows all the rules about granting permission and all that.”

“Dang.” I drummed my hot-sex red nails on the counter. “Will she be in tomorrow?”

“No, sorry. She’s gone for two weeks on vacation. We try to take advantage during the summer.”

“I can imagine you’ve all earned it.” I scanned the hallway past the office. It was empty, all of the classrooms closed with the exception of one. The door beneath the Library placard was open. I pointed to the door. “I don’t suppose you have any old yearbooks in the library I could look at?”

Samantha glanced at the clock. “There might be, but I’d have to look. And I was hoping to get out of here early today to get to the salon for a hair appointment. I’m the only one here. Would you mind coming back tomorrow? I can dig them up for you.”

Shit. I’d wasted too much time in the parking lot staring at my nails and thinking about Dash.

Infuriating, womanizing, sex-magician Dash.

“Sure.” I nodded, forcing a wider smile. “Thank you.”

Samantha waved. “See you tomorrow then.”

“Tomorrow.” Except I really didn’t want to wait until tomorrow.

With one more longing look at the library, I turned and retreated to the front doors. On my left was a wide entrance to the bathrooms, boys on one side and girls on the other.

An idea hit and my steps slowed.

The bathroom.

Behind me, Samantha was out of her chair, pulling a tote bag from a cabinet in the office. Her back was to me.

Screw it. I ducked into the girls’ room and slipped into the second stall.

Was I really doing this? I didn’t answer that question for myself. Instead I held my breath and didn’t move other than to blink. Maybe my ambition for the story had gotten out of hand. Maybe I was delirious from lack of sleep. Maybe I was desperate not to return to my car where I’d undoubtedly think of Dash. Whatever the reason, it was a stupid idea.

But I stood there, unmoving and taking shallow breaths.

Worst case, Samantha would find me and I’d lie about an overactive bladder. Best case, she’d walk out the door and I’d be locked inside the high school alone. Okay, that wasn’t great, but I’d find a way out eventually. Maybe.

Hiding in bathrooms had worked for me at the police station. I might as well roll with it.

The sound of flip-flops echoed from the hallway outside. I remained frozen in my stall, my heart racing and palms sweating. When the light that seeped into the bathroom from the lobby went out, my shoulders fell and I blew out a breath.

I waited another five minutes before making a move. Then I tiptoed my way out of the bathroom.

“My car.” I slapped my palm to my forehead. If Samantha noticed it in the lot, she might come back. But she hadn’t so far, so maybe I was safe. I spun in a slow circle, spotting small black orbs in the upper corners of the lobby. Should I wave at the cameras? Give them a smile?

My commitment to the act was solid, so I walked to the front door, pretending to open it. Then I faked a dramatic sigh, pulling at the strands of my hair. I was kidding no one here, but it made me feel better. With a fast turn, I marched through the lobby, looking down all the hallways and mouthing a silent Hello? It felt as awkward as I assumed it looked—an actress I was not.

Pretense over, I went right for the library. The room was dark, the only light coming from the windows along the wall. It was bright enough that I wouldn’t bump into a bookshelf but not enough to do any serious exploring, so I dug my phone from my purse and flipped on the flashlight.

“Yearbooks,” I muttered, scanning shelves as I inched deeper into the room. “Where are the yearbooks?”

I passed shelf after shelf of nonfiction books, followed by a few rows of young adult fiction. Five rows along the back wall held an ancient Encyclopedia Britannica. My parents had bought a set of those when I was a kid twenty-something years ago and these looked to be about that old.

It was a waste of perfectly good library space, in my opinion. Wouldn’t those rows be better suited, for let’s say, yearbooks?

“Damn it.” Time to give up and attempt to get myself out of this building. Samantha was expecting me tomorrow, so I’d wait. It’s what I probably should have done in the first place.

I rounded the last corner of the room, passing the librarian’s desk. Behind it, the shelves were white, whereas the others in the room were wood. With a quick whip of my flashlight, I expected to find dictionaries and thesauruses. I did a double take when my light landed on tall, thin books, most with foil-pressed letters on the spines. All with a year and Clifton Forge High.

“Bingo.” My smile felt borderline insane.

I rushed to the shelves, my purse getting tossed to the floor as I dropped to my knees. I scanned the rows of yearbooks for the years when Amina would have been in school. I dragged a six-year span off the shelves and got comfortable on the carpet.

The year Amina would have been a freshman had no pictures of her, so I moved on to her sophomore year and found her immediately. My light shone on her dim school photo, picking out shoulder-length blond hair. True to the style at the time, it was feathered away from her face.

I touched the page. Amina had been beautiful. Her smile was natural and bright, even in black and white. On the page, hers was the best photo by far. Somehow, she didn’t have the awkwardness her classmates couldn’t hide.

My heart pinched. She was gone now, her light smothered by a vicious murderer. It wasn’t fair. Unless she proved to be a horrible person, I was making it my personal mission to memorialize Amina Daylee in my newspaper. It wasn’t much, but it was something I could do for the young woman in the photo.

And something I could do for her daughter.

I flipped the page, searching the photos carefully, hoping to find pictures of her involved with clubs or sports or—

“Breaking and entering? Didn’t expect that from you.”

I shrieked as the deep voice carried through the room. Every muscle in my body tightened, holding stiff, as Dash emerged from the dark corner where he’d been lurking.

“Asshole.” I slapped a hand over my heart. It pounded so hard and fast that I felt its beat in the split ends of my hair. “You scared the shit out of me.”

“Sorry.” He held up his hands, though his smirk betrayed his apology.

“No, you’re not,” I muttered. “God, I don’t like you.”

He stalked my way, those long legs eating up the distance between us. Dash moved like he wasn’t scared of getting caught, the thud of his boots loud in the muted space. He took up a spot next to me on the floor, his thigh nearly touching my own.

“What are you doing here?” I inched away. “How did you get in?”

“Used a window in the girls’ locker room in the gym.” He wagged his eyebrows. “I used to sneak in there a lot in high school.”

“No surprise.” I frowned, ignoring the pang of jealousy.

Those high school girls had probably loved Dash. No doubt he’d had some tattoos back then and ridden into the parking lot on a Harley. He’d probably fucked the head cheerleader in the girls’ locker room while her boyfriend, the hottest kid on the football team, was on the other side of the wall in the boys’.

“Why are you here?” I asked.

“Followed you.”

“Of course you did.” I rolled my eyes. Given his knowledge of my routine, the man must have been following me for weeks.

He leaned closer to eye the yearbook I’d been studying. I scooched away another inch, then I gathered up the yearbooks in front of me and placed them to my other side, using my body as a blockade. These were my yearbooks, not his. But before I could grab the last, he snatched it away.

The only way I was going to get there was by reaching into his lap. My brain screamed danger zone and I shied away even farther.

“What are we looking for?” he asked, picking up his yearbook and thumbing through the first couple of pages.

“Pictures of you,” I deadpanned. “To frame and put on my nightstand.”

“Really?”

“No.”

He chuckled, flipping through more pages. “Glad to see sex hasn’t dulled your spirit.”

“On the contrary, I hate you even more now.”

“Ouch.” He clutched at his heart. “Harsh.”

“No harsher than you sending me on my way last night like I was a five-dollar hooker.” I flipped through my own book, the pages turning too fast to really see what was on them. But I kept my eyes glued to the page so he wouldn’t see how much he’d hurt me.

“Bryce.” His hand came to my arm, stilling my movements. I stared at his long fingers on my wrist but refused to look at his face. “I’m a dick. The whole thing . . . it caught me off guard. And then you acted like you couldn’t get away from me fast enough. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.” I shook off his hold. “It was only sex.”

“Only sex? Woman, that was out-of-this-world fucking.”

I shrugged, not trusting myself with words. I mean . . . he wasn’t wrong. And I should have hated him after last night.

It irritated me to no end that I didn’t.

Returning to the yearbook, I found the section for club photos. I studied the small faces in the abundance of group photos, doing my best to ignore the intoxicating scent coming from Dash’s T-shirt. Whatever laundry soap he used, it added a fresh smell to his naturally rich aroma. The combination was tempting. Even after last night, this man still tempted.

Damn him.

I raised my flashlight to the page, squinting at the tiny photos until I spotted Amina’s face in the sophomore class’s group photo. Her hair had grown since the previous picture, but the smile and carefree look remained.

“That’s her?”

His breath ghosted across my cheek and my face turned up to his profile. Dash was an inch away, right within kissing distance. I leaned away, not trusting myself in his proximity.

“That’s her.” I twisted to give him my shoulder and force him away.

He went back to his own yearbook but didn’t move away. The heat from his arm radiated against me, distracting me from the photos. Focus, Bryce. I narrowed my eyes at the yearbook. Focus.

I was here to find information on Amina. Dash was a nuisance and nothing more. Except for the fact that he was responsible for the dull ache in my center.

The sound of flipping pages was the only noise in the room. Dash turned his pages in rhythm with my own, until he stilled.

“What?” I leaned over to look at the page he had open.

“Nothing.” He turned the page. “Just saw a picture of my old neighbor. He hasn’t aged well.”

“Oh.” I went back to my book, scooting even farther away.

Dash flew through the rest of his yearbook, setting it on the floor when he was done. Then he reached for the shelf behind us and pulled out a different book. This one newer and thicker.

“What are you doing?”

He grinned and thumbed through the pages until he found what he was looking for. Then, with the book split open, he handed it over. “That’s me my senior year.”

I found Dash quickly on the colorful page. He looked younger—and cockier, if that was even possible. I hated myself for it, but teenage Kingston Slater was total jailbait.

His jaw was more defined now, his shoulders broader. Dash’s eyes had more crinkles at the sides when he grinned. Lost in his young face, comparing its differences to the man I’d been with last night, I jumped at a rustle of pages and the whoosh of a book slamming closed. I tore my eyes from the photo just as Dash stood from the floor in a flash, the yearbook he’d been looking at left discarded on the floor.

“You’re leaving?”

He raised a hand, waving without a word as he walked out of the room.

What the hell? Should I leave too? I looked around, trying to find out if there was a reason for Dash’s sudden disappearance, but the library was still. Maybe he’d gone to the bathroom. Maybe he didn’t want to be sitting so close to me either.

I dismissed it all, focusing on what I’d come here to do. Besides, given his recent behavior, Dash would show up again soon.

I made it through the rest of Amina’s sophomore year and then scanned through her junior. I’d just opened the hardcover to start on her senior year, the book Dash had been looking at, when the screech of tires sent a chill up my spine.

Setting the yearbook aside, I stood, creeping around one of the bookshelves to look out the window. A police car was parked right out front.

In the distance, I spotted Dash on his Harley. Watching. Waiting.

Either he’d known that the cops were on their way and that was why he’d left. Or . . .

“He wouldn’t,” I told myself.

He wouldn’t have called the cops on me, would he?

As the cops rushed to the front doors, I answered my own question. Of course he would.

I gritted my teeth. “That son of a bitch.”


Chapter Eleven


Dash

I refolded the page I’d torn from the yearbook and stuffed it into my back pocket. There was no need to stare at it anymore—I’d memorized the picture.

As I’d been sitting next to Bryce and flipping through that yearbook, it hadn’t been Amina’s face that caught my attention.

It had been Mom’s.

Amina Daylee and Mom were smiling side by side. Mom’s arm was around Amina’s shoulders. Amina’s was around Mom’s waist. The caption below the photo read Inseparable.

They’d been friends. From the look of it, best friends. And yet I’d never heard the name Amina Daylee before. Dad knew, yet he hadn’t mentioned that Amina was once Mom’s friend. He’d chalked it all up to vague history. Why?

Why hadn’t he mentioned Amina had been Mom’s friend? I’d been twelve when Mom died. I didn’t remember her mentioning a friend named Amina either. Had there been a falling out? Or had they just drifted apart? Until I knew, I was keeping this photo to myself.

Dad had summed it up with a single word.

History.

Fucking history.

Our history was going to ruin us all.

If Bryce wasn’t the one asking questions, it would eventually be someone else. We’d been stupid to think we could walk away from the Gypsies without suspicion. We’d been stupid to think the crimes and bodies we’d buried would stay six feet under.

Maybe hiding our history had been a mistake. Maybe the right thing to do would be to tell the story—the legal parts, at least—and ride it out. Except, did I even know the right story to tell? The picture in my back pocket said otherwise. It said I didn’t know a goddamn thing about history.

“Dash?” Presley’s voice filled the garage. “I thought you’d left.”

“Came back.” I turned from the tool bench where I’d been lost in thought. “Didn’t feel like going home.”

“I was just locking up.” She walked deeper into the garage from the adjoining office door.

The guys had left about twenty minutes ago, their jobs done for the day. But Presley never left before five. Even when we told her to go home early, she always made sure the office was open according to the hours on the door.

“You okay?” she asked.

I sighed and leaned against the bench. “No.”

“Want to talk about it?” She took up the space next to me, bumping me with her shoulder. “I’m a good listener.”

“Hell, Pres.” I slung an arm around her, pulling her into my side.

She hugged me right back.

Mom had been a hugger. She’d always hugged Nick and me growing up. After she’d died, the hugs had stopped. But then Presley had started at the garage and she didn’t believe in handshakes.

She hugged everyone with those thin arms. Her head only came to the middle of my chest, but she could give a tight hug like no one’s business.

Presley was beautiful and her body was trim and lean, but the hug wasn’t sexual. None of us saw her like that, never had. From the day she’d started here, she’d fit right in as family. And these hugs were her way to give us comfort. Comfort from a close friend who had a heart of gold.

“I did something.” I blew out a deep breath. “Fuck, I’m a prick.”

“What did you do?”

“You know I’ve been following Bryce around, hoping I could get her to back off this story. I threatened her. That didn’t work. I offered to work with her. That didn’t work.”

I left out the part about my plan to seduce her because, from my standpoint, she’d been the one to seduce me by simply breathing. And I wasn’t going to talk about the sex, and not because I felt ashamed. It was the other way around. It felt special. For the moment, I wanted to keep it all to myself.

“Okay,” Presley said, urging me to continue. “So . . .”

“So I, uh . . .” I blew out a deep breath. “I got her arrested today. She broke into the high school to look at some old yearbooks. I followed her in, left her there and called the cops. They hauled her in for trespassing.”

“Whoa.” Presley flinched. “I don’t particularly like the woman, especially since she seems determined to prove that Draven is a murderer. But damn, Dash. That’s cutthroat.”

It was cutthroat. And years ago, it had been my norm. I’d treated women as objects. Usable. Disposable. Replaceable. Presley hadn’t been around during the years when I’d gone through women like water. She’d come along later, when I’d slowed down and done my best to become a decent man. When I hadn’t been as cutthroat.

Presley had started at the garage, brought along her hugs, and she’d softened us.

We’d let her soften us.

“You like her, don’t you?” she asked. “And that’s why you feel like a prick.”

Not a question I was going to answer.

Taking my arm away, I turned to the bench and busied my hands with putting some tools back on the pegs hanging on the wall. “Isaiah said his landlord is jacking up the price of his rent.”

“Yeah.” She went along with my change of topic. “His lease is month to month. I think the landlord realized fast that Isaiah was a good tenant. Add to that the fact that he’s working here and the whole town knows we pay well. The landlord is taking advantage.”

“Take him up to the apartment above the office tomorrow. Let him look around. If he wants to stay there for a while, it’s his.”

“Okay.” Presley nodded. “It’s a mess, but I’ll ask. How much for rent?”

“He cleans it up, he can stay there for free.”

“That’s nice of you.”

I shrugged. “Guy needs a break.”

Isaiah was an ex-con. Finding an apartment was never going to be easy, something the landlord probably also knew. It wasn’t fair and definitely not something Isaiah deserved. He wasn’t an evil man. I knew what evil men looked like—I had a mirror. Isaiah had gone to prison for a much lesser crime than many I’d committed.

“What are you doing tonight?” I asked.

“Nothing much. Jeremiah has to work late so I’m eating dinner by myself. Then I’ll probably watch TV or read until he gets home.”

“Hmm.” My face soured and I ducked my chin to hide it from her. Not well, because she saw my grimace.

“Don’t,” she snapped.

“Didn’t say a word.”

“You didn’t have to.” Presley scowled. “At some point, you’re all going to have to accept that I’m marrying him.”

“Maybe when he buys you a ring.”

She fisted her hands on her hips. “He’s saving up for it. He doesn’t want to start our marriage in debt because of a diamond.”

“He’s got the money, Pres.”

“How do you know?” she shot back.

“A hunch.”

I wasn’t going to tell her that we’d looked into Jeremiah. Extensively. Presley had come into the office one morning about a year ago and announced they were getting married. They’d been dating for a month at that point and had just moved in together.

But the rush to tie the knot had stopped the minute Jeremiah had earned the title fiancé. He’d started working late. He spent less and less time around Presley. We all saw the writing on the wall. The man was never going to marry her. The promise of a life together was how he kept her on the hook and how he lived off her dime.

None of us thought he was cheating on her, and we’d been watching.

We were worried about her. But any time we spelled it out, expressed our concerns, she’d shut down. She’d get mad. So we’d had a meeting—Dad, Emmett, Leo and I. We’d all agreed to keep our mouths shut until they set a wedding date. Then we’d jump in, because there was no way in hell was she marrying the dumbass. And after he broke her heart, we’d take turns breaking his nose.

I cracked my knuckles. The anticipation of a long overdue fight brought back a familiar feeling I’d locked away when we’d shut down the fights at the clubhouse. Sometimes I really missed the fight. The aggression. The win. To step in the ring and leave it all behind.

“I’ll take you to dinner,” I offered.

“That’s okay. I have leftovers that need to be finished. See you tomorrow.”

With a parting hug, she crossed the garage for the office door. But before she disappeared, I stopped her. “Pres?”

“Yeah?”

“About Bryce.”

She gave me a small smile. “You like her.”

“Yeah,” I admitted. I like her.

And I felt guilty for getting her arrested. I felt guilty for kicking her out of the garage the way I had last night. I’d told myself it was the best thing.

Sure as fuck didn’t feel that way.

Pres waved, giving me a small smile. “Night.”

“Night.”

I stayed in the garage for a while after I heard Presley’s car drive away. There was plenty of work to be done, but the gnawing in my gut kept stealing my focus. Finally, I gave up and left.

I wasn’t sure how, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight until I made this right with Bryce. Or at least tried.

My first stop was her house. All the lights were off so I picked the lock to her garage, only to find it empty. Next, I hit up the newspaper. That woman was so damn driven, it wouldn’t surprise me if she’d gotten out of jail and gone straight to work to write a story about the experience. But the newspaper’s windows were dark too and the parking lot was empty. I checked the gym. The grocery store. The coffee shop.

Nothing.

It had been a few hours since she’d been arrested at the school, giving me plenty of time to get out of there before she’d realized I’d ripped that page out of the yearbook. The cops should have let her go by now. She’d get a slap on the wrist and a lecture from Marcus. Nothing more. That should have taken an hour, tops. So where was she?

My stomach rolled as I drove past the high school and spotted her car. It was in the same place it had been earlier.

Meaning Bryce was still in jail.

“Shit.” I raced for the police station.

I pictured her sitting on a cot in a cell, fuming mad. She’d probably plotted my murder ten times over.

The station’s parking lot was dead. A few patrol cars were parked along one side of the building as I pulled up along the front curb, shutting off my bike to wait.

And wait.

An hour and a half passed while I messed around on my phone. I’m sure the surveillance cameras and the officer watching them were wondering what I was doing, but no one came out. And no one went in.

Shit. Was she here? I hadn’t checked her parents’ place. Maybe they’d come to pick her up and she’d gone there. I checked the hour on my phone for the hundredth time as the sun began to set, the evening light dimming. I huffed and swore under my breath just as a familiar yellow cab pulled into the space behind me.

“Hey, Rick.” I waved and walked up to his driver’s side window.

“Dash. What are you doing here?”

“Waiting to pick someone up. You?”

“Same.”

Rick was likely starting his shift. He ran his own cab company—Uber wasn’t a thing here yet—and he made a decent living hauling drunk people home. Hell, he’d collected me on more than a few occasions.

What were the chances that there was more than one person needing to be picked up from the police station in Clifton Forge on a Tuesday well before the fun stuff began at the bars? Slim.

“You here for Bryce Ryan?”

“Uh, yeah. I think that was the name dispatch called in for me.”

“Here.” I dug into my pocket, getting my wallet, and pulled out two twenties to hand over. “I’ve got her.”

He nodded and smiled as he took the cash. “Great. Thanks, Dash.”

“See you around.” I knocked on the hood before getting out of his way. His taillights were barely off the lot when the front door to the police station opened and Bryce came rushing out.

“Hey, wait!” She waved for the cab but Rick was already gone. “Damn it.”

Bryce ran a hand through her hair, her shoulders slumping. They straightened when her eyes landed on me waiting at the base of the steps.

“I’ll give you a ride.”

“No.” She started down the steps, her footfalls heavy. “I’ll walk.”

“Come on.” I met her as she reached the last step, her angry eyes level with mine. “I’ll take you home.”

“Stay away from me. You got me arrested for trespassing. I was handcuffed. I had to have my mug shot and fingerprints taken. I’ve been in jail.”

“Sorry.”

“No, you’re not.” She tried to sidestep me, but I moved too fast, blocking her escape.

“Bryce,” I said gently. “I’m sorry.”

“Are you really that afraid I’ll find something?”

“Yes.”

My answer—and the truth in that single word—caught her off guard.

She recovered quickly. “I don’t understand you. You come to my house and kiss me. Then you fix my dad’s press and ask for a truce. We have sex. You kick me out. You follow me to the school and break in yourself. Then you call the cops on me. It’s inferno or ice. I’m done.”

“Look, it doesn’t make sense to me either.” From the day she’d come to the garage, my brain and emotions had been all twisted. “All I know is I can’t seem to stay away from you even though I know I should.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Try harder.”

“Let me take you to your car.”

“On that?” She pointed to my motorcycle. “No.”

“Scared?” I asked, baiting her.

Her eyes narrowed. “Never.”

“Please. I fucked up earlier. I’m sorry. Let me at least get you to your car.”

“No.” She wasn’t going to budge, so I decided to appeal to her logic.

“There’s no one else. You’ll have to walk miles and it’s getting dark. Rick’s probably on his next call already. I’m guessing you didn’t call your parents for a reason. Come on. It’s just a ride.”

A growl came from her throat. It sounded a lot like fine.

This time when she attempted to stomp past me, I let her past. She went to the bike, her eyes taking in the gleaming chrome and shiny black paint.

I met her there and swung a leg over. “Hop on.”

If she was unsure, she didn’t let it show. She climbed on behind me, shifting back and forth until she was steady. Then she wrapped her arms around my waist, trying not to hold on too tight.

The way her arms felt around me, the way the inside of her thighs hugged my hips, squeezing around every turn, was nearly as good as it had felt lying on top of her in the garage. The drive to the high school wasn’t long enough.

My cock swelled as we rode. Another few miles and it would have been impossible to ignore, but we pulled into the school’s lot and the second I stopped, she swung off the bike. The spell broke.

She went right for the door of her car, digging the keys from her purse and refusing all eye contact.

“Bryce.” I shut off the bike’s engine so she could hear me, so she could hear the sincerity in my words. “I’m sorry.”

“You told me not to trust you, and I should have listened.”

“Here’s the thing. I want you to trust me.”

“So you can fuck me over?” She spun around, her eyes blazing. “Or just fuck me, period?”

“So we can find out the truth. So we can learn who really killed Amina.”

“I. Don’t. Need. Your. Help.”

“No, you don’t.” I ran a hand through my hair. “But maybe . . . maybe I need yours.”

That made her pause. Bryce was no pushover. She was tough and dynamic. Unique. She saw through bullshit like a pro, and the truth was, I trusted her. Why? I couldn’t articulate it. But I trusted her.

Never, not once, had I told a woman I needed help. Yet here I was, offering that to her.

I kicked the stand on my bike and sat on the seat to face her. I couldn’t go to Dad for information; he was hiding too much. Having Bryce’s fresh eyes might be the only chance for his freedom.

That meant it was time to lay it all out there. To be real with her. To try and win her trust. So she knew what she was getting into with me.

“Let’s talk. No bullshit. No ulterior motives. Just talk.”

She leaned against her door. “Everything you say is fair game for my paper.”

“Not everything.”

“Then we’re done here.” She reached for the door’s handle.

“It could ruin the lives of people who deserve a second chance. You want to destroy me when this is all over? Fine. But for them, I can’t let that happen.”

Emmett and Leo had risked their lives to stand beside us when we’d closed down the club. They were building good lives. Honest lives. I’d give mine up, but I wouldn’t betray them.

Bryce planted her hands on her hips. “So where does that put us?”

“I’ll answer your questions. Some things are on the record. Some are off.”

“And I’m just supposed to believe you?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“How can I know you’ll be honest?”

“Because I feel like shit,” I admitted. “Not many people can get under my skin, but you have. And I feel guilty. For what I said last night. For calling the cops today. This is me saying I fucked up. Asking for one more chance.”

She cast me a wary glance. “You have to know that I think this is all crap. Just another one of your tricks.”

“I get it.” I sighed. “Ask me your questions anyway. Just don’t print the stuff that will hurt other people. Agreed?”

The offer hung in the air, until finally, she gave me a single nod. “Agreed. I want to know why you closed down your club.”

“On the record, our members decided to go different directions. Dad and I stayed in Clifton Forge with Emmett and Leo. Most of the other Gypsies moved away.” When she frowned, I held up my hands. “I know you probably think of it as this big event, but it wasn’t. It happened slowly. One guy would leave for one reason or another. We wouldn’t bring on anyone new.”

“Attrition. You’re saying you shut down your club because of attrition?”

“It’s the truth.”

Jet had prospected the club the same year as I had. He’d moved to Las Vegas after he’d met his girlfriend there and now ran his own garage. Gunner had moved to Washington to live by the ocean with the money he’d stashed away over the years. Big Louie, who was a few years younger than Dad, had bought the bowling alley here in town and met Dad for drinks at The Betsy every Thursday.

The others had scattered to the wind. Some had even left to join other clubs. Those had stung, but we didn’t fault the men who wanted to keep living the club life.

“The club changed,” I told Bryce. “We all made that choice together. Unanimously.” I’d always been proud to put on my leather cut with the Tin Gypsy patch on the back. Then one day, I pulled on that vest and there was no pride. That was the day I began to question everything. “What it was, what kind of men we’d become, didn’t hold the same appeal.”

“And what was it? What kind of men were you?”

“Men who did whatever the fuck we wanted.” If someone pissed me off, I’d knock out some of their teeth. If someone hurt a member of our family, they paid with their life. “We were fearless. Intimidating. Didn’t care much about the law. And we had money.”

“How’d you make your money?”

“The garage.”

She frowned. “Don’t forget who you’re talking to. Fifteen years ago, it was rumored you had at least thirty members. Your garage might be nice, but it wasn’t supporting that many people.”

No surprise Bryce had done her research. The woman who’d completely thrown me off guard, who’d seized my attention, was sharper than the knife tucked into my boot.

We’d actually had more like forty members back then. About fifteen had been guys Dad’s age and nearly all of them were dead now. Life expectancy with the club didn’t exactly fit a standard bell curve.

Even though we’d been small compared to other clubs around the nation, we’d been powerful. Dad had wanted to grow and expand all the way through the Northwest. He would have done it had we not decided to disband. But his ambition had made us targets.

Made our families targets.

“Off the record?” I waited for her to nod before I continued. “Money came from drug protection. Sometimes we smuggled the drugs ourselves, but mostly we made sure mules made it to their destination safely. Kept trucks from getting hijacked from either the cops or another dealer.”

“What kind of drugs?”

“Meth mostly. We ran whatever the suppliers cooked in Canada. Some pot. Some cocaine and heroin. I don’t know what else there was, but does it matter?”

“No.” The disappointment in her eyes made my stomach fall. “I guess it doesn’t.”

For her, I wanted to be better. Do better. Why? It was the question I’d wrestled with since the beginning. But there was something about her, this woman, that made me want to make her proud. And I’d give all the money in my safe not to see that look on her face again.

“That was how we made most of our money,” I said. “It was easier years ago before border patrol started cracking down. We could slip through the cracks because Montana has a big border and they can’t watch it all.”

“So you worked for drug dealers?”

I nodded. “Among other things.”

“What other things? Be specific.”

“Protection. A business in town could hire us and we made sure they didn’t have any trouble. We made sure their competitors did. We had an underground fight circuit too. Got to be pretty big. We’d have fighters come from all over the Northwest. We’d organize it, some of us would fight, and the club would take a rake off all the bets. Made damn good money too.”

Had Emmett and I had our way against Dad, we’d still be running the fights. But Dad had insisted it all had to stop. He’d been right. It was better this way.

“It doesn’t make sense. If you made good money, why quit?”

“Can’t spend money in prison, Bryce. And turns out, we make damn good money on custom cars too.”

She studied my face. “That’s it?”

“That’s it. Sorry to disappoint you, but we closed down the club for noble reasons. It wasn’t worth putting members or their families in danger anymore.”

“In danger from whom?”

“Rival clubs. Old enemies. And my guess is one of those enemies is Amina’s murderer.”


Chapter Twelve


Bryce

The urge to pinch myself was overwhelming. Part of my brain was sure I’d fallen asleep on the rock-hard cot in the jail cell and this was all a dream. I couldn’t believe I was standing across from Dash in his high school’s empty parking lot as the sun faded from yellow to tangerine in the distance. The cool Montana evening breeze blew a strand of hair across Dash’s forehead. The green treetops that bordered the school rustled in the distance.

It was almost too serene. It was nearly too pretty to be real. But if this was a dream, I wasn’t ready to wake up.

Hungry for more, I stood still, watching as he sat propped against his motorcycle and told me about his former club.

This might all be a lie and another betrayal. While I was still livid at Dash for the past twenty-four hours, I wanted the story badly enough to listen and pretend that, as his eyes brightened, it was from honesty.

God, I was stupid. But did I leave? No. True or false, I licked up every one of his words. Questions popped into my head faster than a string of exploding Black Cat fireworks.

“So you think one of your club’s former enemies killed Amina?”

He nodded. “They’re the most likely. Someone is looking to take revenge against Dad. They waited until we let down our guard. Got comfortable. Took a chance to set him up for murder.”

“Who?”

“Probably another club.”

“But there is no such thing as the Tin Gypsies anymore. Unless that’s a lie.”

“No, the club is over.”

“Then without a club, you aren’t a threat anymore.”

He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Vengeance doesn’t care if we’re wearing patches or not. Someone wants it bad enough, they’ll wait.”

This was true. When revenge consumed people, it was amazing the incredible patience they could summon. If Draven was being set up, the person responsible was smart. They’d waited, like Dash assumed, until the Slaters were unprepared to face a threat.

“So you suspect it was another club. Which one?” I’d caught some names in my research. There were a surprising number of motorcycle gangs, or members at least, who were in Montana.

“Our biggest rivalry in recent years was with the Arrowhead Warriors. They weren’t as big as us but their president was and still is ambitious. Not afraid to pull a trigger. For a while, he made it a habit to go after our prospects, promising them money and power. He’d manipulate the weaker ones. He convinced younger guys to join his club instead of ours.”

“You probably didn’t want them anyway.”

He chuckled. “No skin off our nose to lose guys who weren’t loyal.”

“What else?”

“The Warriors ran their own drug routes but we had relationships with the bigger dealers. They did whatever they could to ambush us, hoping the dealers would see us as weak and change business partners. We’d retaliate. They would too. By the end, it was hard to know exactly what one thing had started it all.”

The hair on the back of my neck stood up. “Do I want to know what retaliation means?”

“No.” The hint of malice in his voice made me shiver. “But the turning point was when they went after my sister-in-law.”

“What?” I gasped. “Is she okay?”

“She’s fine. They tried to kidnap her but we got lucky. Local law enforcement stopped it before things turned bad. But it was a line they never should have crossed. Members were fair game. They knew the risks from day one. So did their wives and girlfriends. When shit got bad, we’d lock everyone down. But Nick, my brother, has never been in the club. Emmeline should never have been in danger.”

It was interesting how these men, these criminals, lived by a code. They had boundaries. Though I guess since Emmeline had been threatened, those boundaries weren’t exactly solid. Would this attempted kidnapping have hit the news? I made a mental note to check the archives when I went to work tomorrow.

Dash’s eyes lowered to the asphalt. “Dad was the president then. Something about Emmeline’s kidnapping flipped a switch in him. I think because he saw how much Nick loved her. He didn’t want to cost his son his wife. Not after he’d already cost us our mother.”

“Your mom?” My heart stopped. In all the news articles I’d read about the club, Draven and Dash, only a few had mentioned Dash’s mother. According to the stories, she’d been killed in a tragic accident at home. There had been no mention of the club’s involvement or the details around her death. “How?”

Dash gave me a sad smile. “That’s a story for another day.”

“Okay.” I wouldn’t push this one. Not now when it would clearly bring him pain. Or when it would risk the conversation ending.

“Timing was everything,” Dash said. “Dad approached the club after Emmeline’s threat and asked all of us if we’d consider getting out of the drug business. The year before, every person at the table would have said fuck no. But border patrol had tightened. A handful of guys had been busted and were either serving time or had just gotten out. And at the same time Emmeline was kidnapped, one of our oldest members, Emmett’s dad, was murdered.”

I tensed. “Murdered? By who?”

“The Warriors. We’d been fighting for over ten years. This wasn’t the first death, on our side or theirs. But it was the final straw. They came to The Betsy where we were drinking a beer, watching some playoff game. Stone, that was his name, got up to take a piss. A couple of Warriors were waiting. Hauled him outside and before any of us even knew he was gone, they shoved him on his knees and put a bullet between his eyes.”

I flinched, the mental image impossible to ignore. And, my God, poor Emmett. My stomach twisted into a tight knot. Did I want to know more? I knew this violence Dash spoke of wasn’t confined to only the Arrowhead Warriors. I was sure it extended to the Gypsies as well—and Dash.

Was he a killer too? I definitely didn’t want the answer to that one.

“Stone had been with the club since the beginning.” Dash spoke to the ground but there was sorrow in his gaze. “He and Dad both joined about the same time. He was like an uncle. Stone helped me fix up my first bike. Gave me condoms when I turned fourteen and told me to always keep one in my pocket. Neal Stone. He hated his first name. He was balder than a baby’s ass so he grew out a big white beard to compensate, then braided the damn thing.” Dash shook with a silent laugh. “Shit, I miss that guy. Emmett went off the deep end for a while. It wasn’t good. But he came back to the club. Made peace with it, or tried to at least.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Me too.” Dash blinked a few times before he looked at me again. “Anyway. Timing was on Dad’s side. Enough fucked-up things were happening to our members, our families, that we all hit pause. Saw the writing on the wall. It was time to change.”

“You disbanded.”

“Not right away, but we got the wheels moving in that direction. The first thing we did was come to an agreement with the Warriors. Their president knew they’d crossed a line. He knew if family was fair game, they’d risk losing some of their loved ones. So we agreed to a truce.”

“You and your truces,” I muttered.

He chuckled, the corner of his mouth turning up. “We sold them our drug routes. Made sure our dealers were good with it and wouldn’t retaliate. Got out of drugs all together.”

“Just like that?”

“Yep. I smile every time I spend that money.”

And I was guessing there was a lot of it. Probably stacks of cash he’d hidden under his mattress or buried in his backyard.

“After that, we unraveled the rest of the illegal activities too,” he said. “The fights. The payouts from businesses in town. All of it. Just wasn’t worth the risk we’d end up in jail. Wound it all down in about six years.”

“And then you disbanded.”

He nodded. “Then we called it quits. We could have stayed a legal club but too much had changed. And the Gypsies would always have a reputation. No matter what we did, people would have been afraid. Expected the worst.”

It made sense. Though I couldn’t imagine how hard it had been to say goodbye to something that had been his life. The club had been ingrained in every aspect of his world, his career. His family. It must have been like cutting off a limb, but he’d done it.

They all had.

We stood across from one another, the only sound coming from the breeze and a few birds flying overhead. I processed everything he’d told me, hoping it was true.

It seemed true. Was it? Had he trusted me with his story? It was hard not to be moved with his gesture of faith.

My gut was telling me Dash hadn’t lied. And for now, that was good enough, especially because nearly everything had been off the record. I could see it now, why he’d want to keep his secrets. If all this got out, it would ruin the reputations they’d been trying to repair. It could mean a deeper investigation from the police.

“Hold on.” My head cocked to the side. “If you came to a truce, why would the Warriors set up Draven for Amina’s murder?”

“Good question. Could be one of their members is acting without permission of the president. Could be one of our old members who joined the Warriors.”

Wait, what? “You had members who left the Gypsies and joined the Warriors even after they killed your”—what did they call each other?—“brothers?”

He scoffed. “Yeah. The life of an honest, hardworking mechanic isn’t for everyone. These guys were all in their early twenties. Drawn to the club life. It wasn’t that big a surprise.”

“You think a former member is framing Draven?”

“At this point, anything is possible. But there are five men who went to the Warriors. Right now, they’re my top suspects.”

If I were in his position, I’d be wary of them too. I wanted their names, but I doubted Dash would give them to me. I had a feeling I wouldn’t get invited to a club-to-club meeting.

The silence returned, the birds having found a tree in the distance to land and sing. The information rolled over and over in my mind but I was out of questions for the moment.

“What now?” I asked.

“Now?” He stood from the bike and walked closer. “Now you make a decision. You take all this and decide how deep you want to go. You believe me or you don’t. You trust me or you don’t. You keep it quiet or you don’t. But now you know what kind of men you’re dealing with. Ones who hold grudges for years. Ones who have no boundaries. Ones who aren’t afraid to come after a woman just because she’s fucking a man with the last name Slater.”

“Fucked. Singular. Past tense.”

Dash stepped closer, the heat from his body chasing away the chill from the breeze. Goose bumps broke out on my forearms and I clutched them tight around my waist.

He raised an eyebrow. “Past tense?”

“You got me arrested. I have to go to court tomorrow. Definitely past tense.”

“Hmm.” He brought a hand up to my face but didn’t touch my cheek. Instead, he took the end of an errant lock of hair and tucked it behind my ear. His fingers skimmed the shell, but the slight brush was enough to send shivers all the way to my toes.

I was pathetic. I’d spent hours in a jail cell, yet here I was, panting over him again.

“Is that why you told me all of this?” I asked. “So I’d fuck you again?”

Dash shook his head, taking a step back. “You want the truth?”

“You know I do.”

“Then help me. Help me find it.”

Was I really going to do this? Was I going to trust him? There was no doubt if we worked together, whatever story I told would be better. Deeper. Fuller. And damn it, we both knew how badly I wanted that story.

“If you hide something from me, something that makes a difference or puts me in danger, I’ll print it,” I warned. “All of it. Whether or not it’s on the record. Whether or not it ruins your life and those of your friends, I’ll tell the world.”

It could cost me my newspaper. I would have to violate my journalistic ethics and no source would likely trust me again. And it might even cost me my life if this former motorcycle club decided to retaliate. I was putting myself, my integrity and my job on the line. But it was the only leverage I had over Dash.

In the meantime, I’d print the superficial. I’d print the things he gave me on the record. And I’d hold the rest.

“I mean it.” I shoved a finger in his face. “No hiding things. I won’t do this if I can’t trust you.”

He hesitated, his hand going to his pocket, but then he nodded. With a turn, Dash walked over to his motorcycle, throwing a long leg over to straddle the machine.

“Do we have a deal?” I called before he started up the engine.

He shot me a sexy grin. “Deal.”

*     *     *

Going through old newspaper articles was not exciting on a normal day, but today, it was akin to torture. Not only was the Clifton Forge news from decades ago exceptionally boring, it was also incredibly incomplete.

I’d gone back thirty years in search of information on Dash’s mother. When I’d done my previous digging into the Tin Gypsies, I’d been focused on club references and those associated with the prominent members, like Draven and Dash. I hadn’t kept an eye out for Chrissy Slater’s name.

When I’d come across the obituary stating she’d died in a tragic accident, I’d read it and moved on. But last night’s conversation had stirred my curiosity.

How had she died? What exactly was the tragedy? Dash had said it was a story for another day, and given the look on his face, it wasn’t a happy tale.

So I’d gone looking this morning. Maybe I’d save him from having to relive her death if I could read about it instead. Except all I’d found during that time was her obituary, which I’d already seen, and a picture of Draven and his two young boys at the funeral.

Draven’s grief consumed the photo, his hands resting on the shoulders of his sons. Draven looked nothing like the confident man I’d watched be arrested. His frame bore the weight of a thousand boulders, his face ashen. The photo was black and white but I swore his eyes were red from crying.

Dash and Nick had looked so alike as kids. I wasn’t sure how old Dash was, maybe middle school, but he looked lost. Nick was the opposite. While his little brother and father wore their grief outwardly, his face gave away nothing. Nick wasn’t only lost, he was angry. And now it made sense why he hadn’t joined the club.

Nick’s punishment for Draven was turning his back on his father’s lifestyle, but how had his relationship been with Dash? I pushed that thought away, drawing a firm line there. Dash’s family dynamics were none of my business. That was too personal. Too intimate. That was his problem, not mine.

Was I curious? Absolutely. But if I let myself cross over, if I cared too much, the person who’d suffer most would be me.

I don’t care. I don’t care. I don’t care.

I can’t care.

My task was to obtain information to write the best story possible. I’d fail if I allowed myself to get wrapped up in feelings.

This wasn’t about Dash. This was about facts. This was about Amina and finding her killer.

Dash was so certain of his father’s innocence. Me? I wasn’t sure. Not yet. But Dash’s conviction was hard to ignore. He’d planted doubts in my mind that popped up constantly.

How would Dash react if Draven was, in truth, the murderer? My stomach knotted at the idea of Dash’s heart breaking.

Damn it.

I cared.

Logging out of our archive system, I jotted down a few more notes in my notepad. As I’d been searching for information on Chrissy Slater, I’d come across most of the articles I’d read before on the Tin Gypsies.

It was interesting reading them again, this time knowing more about their history. The stories were all superficial, which hadn’t come as a shock. Unless one of the club members betrayed their secrecy, no one from the outside would ever know the truth.

But I knew.

Even shallow news articles fell into place with what Dash had told me last night. Maybe he really had told me the truth.

Maybe it was a test to see if I’d betray him. I wouldn’t. He’d get to keep his secrets. I’d take them all to the grave because I’d given him my word.

Unless.

Unless he deceived me. Then I would do exactly as promised. I’d tell the world every sordid detail and he could rot.

Last night when I’d arrived home, I’d spent hours writing up everything he’d told me. All of the information was safe on my computer and backed up to an encrypted cloud file.

If anything happened to me, Dad would get access to that cloud drive per my will.

My brain was overloaded with information and I dropped my head into my hands, massaging my temples. I couldn’t stop thinking about everything Dash had told me.

Was it strange that I believed him? That I believed every word?

Why? Because we’d had sex? I should have been able to maintain my distance. But the arrogant bastard had snuck his way under my skin. I couldn’t write him off completely, even after the stunt he’d pulled at the high school.

I groaned. God, I was pathetic.

“What’s wrong?”

I sat up straight, spinning around at Dad’s voice as he came through the pressroom door and took a seat at his desk. “Nothing.”

“Hmm. I thought you might be upset because you have to go to court in an hour.”

“You heard?” I winced. I hadn’t planned on telling my parents about my arrest, but I should have known they’d find out. This was Clifton Forge, not Seattle. “How?”

“You’re not the only one who talks to Marcus Wagner on a regular basis.” Dad shook his head, the same slow shake he’d given me growing up whenever I’d disappointed him. That disappointment was ten times worse than any spanking I’d ever received from Mom’s wooden spoon. “What were you thinking?”

“I wasn’t,” I admitted. “It was stupid.”

“Yes, it was.”

“Does Mom know?”

He shot me a look that said what do you think? My parents didn’t believe in keeping things from one another, especially when it came to their only daughter.

“Damn it.”

“Be ready for an ass chewing.” While Dad was the one to give me the disappointed look—it was his specialty—he’d always left the lectures to Mom because those were hers. “What’s happening on the murder investigation? What can I expect for the paper on Sunday?”

“Right now, it won’t be much. The police haven’t released anything new.”

“And what have you found?”

“Nothing solid. Yet.” As soon as I had a story to tell, Dad would be the first to know. “I’d better get to the courthouse. I don’t want to be late.”

He chuckled. “Tell Judge Harvey I said hello.”

I did not tell the judge hello. Instead, I stood in front of him and received a lecture that put thirty-five years’ worth of Mom’s lectures to utter shame.

Luckily, the lecture about my responsibility as an adult and member of the press was the worst of it. Judge Harvey made me swear to always obey school hours and ask for permission before entering a library, to which I promptly agreed. My punishment for trespassing at the high school was time served—plus the lecture. It was arguably the worse of the two.

Wiped and ready for an evening alone, I didn’t go back to work after leaving the courthouse. I swung by the grocery store and bought ingredients to make homemade enchiladas. Then I skipped the gym and went home.

I’d just convinced myself to double the cheese in my enchilada recipe—screw the calories, I needed cheese—when I turned onto my street. All thoughts of dinner went out the window. A gleaming black Harley was parked in front of my house.

Its owner was sitting on my porch.

I pulled into the driveway and got out of my car. Then I loaded up my arms with the grocery bags and walked to the front door. “What are you doing here?”

“What’s in the bags?”

“Dinner.”

“Enough for two?” Dash stood and took the plastic sacks from my hands, his biceps flexing. The bags weren’t heavy but a lickable vein popped on his forearm, making my mouth water.

Pathetic. I was pathetic.

Sex with him two nights ago had turned me into a hormonal mess. I was achy. Squirmy. I couldn’t stop thinking about those long fingers digging into my curves. Those soft lips on my bare skin. And his eyes, those vibrant hazel eyes that saw way beneath the surface. I couldn’t be around him and not think about what had happened in the garage. Had I not been so furious with him last night, that ride on his motorcycle would have brought me close to an orgasm.

“Did you just invite yourself over for dinner?” I slid the key into the lock, hoping to hide my flushed cheeks.

“What are you making?”

“Enchiladas with extra cheese.”

“Then yes, I did.” He trailed behind me into the kitchen, depositing the bags on the counter. As I put the groceries away, he showed himself around my living room. “Nice place.”

“Thanks. What are you doing here? Besides encroaching on my meal.”

“You said something I didn’t like last night.”

“Really?” I tossed a bag of shredded cheese onto the counter. “And what was that?”

“You said, ‘Fucked. Singular. Past tense.’”

“I did.” Impressive he remembered it word for word. “Your point?”

“I didn’t like it.”

“Too bad. I don’t like you.”

“Huh.” He stared out the window from the living room for a long moment, his hands planted on his hips. Then he gave the glass a single nod, turned and stalked my way. The temperature in the kitchen went up twenty degrees as he approached. He didn’t stop walking until he was right there, the heat from his chest hitting mine like a wave. His hands framed my face with those rough, calloused palms. “Grammar isn’t my thing.”

“No?” My breath hitched as his mouth dropped to hover above mine. “I love grammar.”

Dash’s breath whispered against my lips. “Did you mean it?”

“Mean what?” The proximity to him made my brain short-circuit.

“Singular.” He placed a soft kiss to the corner of my mouth. “Because we were explosive in that garage. Aren’t you a little curious what we’d be like in a bedroom?”

“No,” I lied.

I wanted to say yes, but my pride was on the line here. My heart. He’d treated me horribly after the hookup in the garage. But it was only sex, right? Casual sex. It didn’t need to mean anything. Because I didn’t care.

I don’t care.

My body, on the other hand, cared a lot about having a decent, non-self-induced orgasm.

Screw it. Yes, I wanted to know what sex would be like in a bed. My hand stretched for the counter’s edge, bracing for Dash to take a deeper kiss. To let him. But a whoosh of air forced my eyes open as Dash spun away and sauntered out of the kitchen.

He reached behind his head, tearing off his black T-shirt as he headed for the hallway that led to my bedroom.

He knew I’d follow.

Bastard.


Chapter Thirteen


Dash

“Dash.” Tucker Talbot shook my hand. “Take it easy.”

“Have a good one, Tucker.” I waved at the Arrowhead Warrior president and climbed on my bike.

Dad gave Tucker one last nod goodbye, followed by the same for the five men he’d brought along to this meeting.

All the men who’d once been in the Tin Gypsy MC.

The six of them stood next to their own bikes, each wearing their cut. On the back of the vests, the patch for the Warriors was stitched into the black leather. The design was an arrowhead framed by their club’s name and year they were founded. It was all in white, simple and plain compared to the artwork of the Tin Gypsy patch.

It had taken me almost a year to stop looking for my cut to pull on before walking out the door. That leather vest had been the most important article of clothing I’d ever owned. It was strange to come to a meeting with another club and not have it on my back.

I missed its power. Its status.

Instead, I was wearing a black leather jacket I’d bought the first month after we’d put our cuts away for good. It was too hot for a jacket, but I’d needed something to cover the Glock holstered at my side.

Dad and I rode away from the Warriors and down the highway. About fifty miles away from the bar where we’d met with Tucker and his crew, Dad pulled off the road at a little turnout next to an open meadow. We got off our bikes and walked where asphalt met grass, staring at the trees and mountains in the distance.

“Do you think Tucker’s telling the truth?” I asked.

Dad sighed. “Don’t know.”

“Smart of him to bring the guys.” I’d expected Tucker to show up with his vice president and sergeant at arms. Instead, he’d brought the men previously loyal to the Gypsies.

Tucker had let us ask them point-blank if they’d had anything to do with Amina’s murder. We knew them. Spent time riding alongside them. And when each had promised they had nothing to do with setting up Dad, we believed them.

Those five were off the list.

Tucker still had a question mark behind his name.

Since the Warriors were at the top of the list of people who’d want revenge against Dad for past crimes, he’d arranged this meeting with Tucker.

The Warriors were located in Ashton, a town about three hours away from Clifton Forge. Dad couldn’t go there without violating his bond, so we’d all met at a country bar on the edge of our county. It was far enough away from town that the Warriors saw it as neutral ground.

All Dad had asked for was a meeting. No explanation. No reason. Not that Tucker needed one. He’d been keeping better tabs on us than we had on him.

“Tough to say if Tucker was lying,” Dad said. “But he made a good point. What reason would they have to set me up?”

The Warriors were making more money now with our former drug connections than they ever had before. We weren’t killing one another off anymore. They were happy the Gypsies were gone. Tucker had said so himself today.

“I don’t think he’d risk pissing us off, having us start the club back up again,” I told Dad.

“Me neither.”

“How tight a hold do you think he’s got on his members these days?”

Dad scoffed. “Considering how much control he had back in the day? Not much.”

If Tucker wasn’t the one to set Dad up, it could have been one of his members. It wouldn’t be the first time one of them had gone against orders.

The Warriors who’d tried to kidnap Emmeline had been acting of their own stupid fucking accord. They’d hoped to get some attention from their president by walking back into their clubhouse as heroes, dragging Emmeline behind them. Except they’d failed to get her. And instead of patting them on their backs, Tucker had sent a message to his members.

No one went against his orders.

Tucker delivered the men who’d tried to kidnap Emmeline to Dad’s front door. The Gypsies had dealt with them for good. Those two were buried in the mountains where their bodies would never be found.

We didn’t know if Tucker’s message had been received. Maybe another idiot looking to make a name for himself had gone rogue too.

“If it was a Warrior, we’ll probably never know,” Dad said. “Tucker won’t admit one of his brothers disobeyed his orders. Not again.”

“Then where does that leave us?”

“Hell if I know.” Dad stared out at the meadow’s grass rolling in easy waves under the gentle wind. “What’s going on with the reporter? She still a problem?”

Yeah, she was a problem. I couldn’t get the woman off my damn mind.

“Yes and no,” I answered. “Think I’ve got her convinced to work with us and not against. But it cost me.”

“How much?” Dad had paid off the previous newspaper owners for years to only print the minimum.

“Not money. A story. She wanted to know more about the club. Why we quit. What we did. Some was on the record. Most was off.”

Dad turned from the view and planted his hands on his hips. “And you trust her to keep quiet?”

“She’ll stay quiet. She’s honest.”

It was the best way to describe Bryce. When she said something was off the record, it wouldn’t make the print. It was part of her code as a journalist. As long as I held up my end of the bargain and told her the truth, our relationship would stay mutually beneficial.

It wouldn’t be hard to do. Those deep brown eyes looked at me and the truth was easy to see. Besides, if I tried to lie, she’d see through my bullshit. Those eyes were beautiful. And cunning.

After I’d fucked her twice last night, Bryce had fallen asleep exhausted and spent, naked under her sheets, her silky hair spilled over her white pillows. The corners of her mouth turned up slightly when she slept, and that little grin had made it nearly impossible to leave.

But I didn’t spend the night with women. Waking up with them gave them ideas about commitment. Rings. Babies. None of which was for me.

I left Bryce smiling on her pillow, even though there was temptation there. The urge to pull her into my arms and hold her until sunrise.

It was a damn good thing I went home. Fuck temptation. I rode home, fell into my own bed and stared at the ceiling for a few hours wondering when exactly I’d been cast under her spell. The hell of it was, it always came back to the first day.

To her in the sunshine, walking up to me at the garage.

“How long have you been fucking her?” Dad asked.

“Not long.” Am I that obvious? “How’d you know?”

“I didn’t. But I do now. Is that smart?”

“Probably not,” I admitted.

It would be much safer to keep my hookups with easy women who stopped into The Betsy searching for a one-night distraction. Bryce was not easy by any stretch. She was tough. She made me laugh with her wit and sass. She challenged me. And when she wasn’t pissing me off, she was turning me on.

“Truth. She caught my eye and I’m having a hard time turning away.”

“Your mom was like that,” Dad said quietly. A small smile tugged at his cheek. “We were little kids when we met in grade school. I didn’t think anything of her. She was just another girl on the playground. But then she walked into high school her first day of freshman year. She was smiling and wearing this yellow dress—she loved yellow. Wore it all the time.”

“I remember.”

“One look at her and I never looked away.” The smile faded. “Should have let her go. Let her find someone worthy.”

I put my hand on his shoulder. “If Mom were here, she’d kick your ass for saying that.”

Dad huffed a laugh. “She had so much fire. I forget that sometimes. God, I miss her. Every day. I miss fighting with her. I miss her telling me to put my socks in the hamper. I miss those chocolate chip cookies she made every Sunday. I miss the yellow.”

“Me too.”

Dad’s face got hard as he swallowed. Behind his sunglasses, he blinked furiously to clear away the emotion. This was more from him than I’d seen in years. He didn’t talk all that often about Mom.

More since Amina Daylee.

“I found a picture in her senior yearbook.” I reached for my wallet and pulled out the page I’d folded and shoved in next to a stack of twenties.

This picture was something I’d been keeping from Bryce. I’d nearly told her about it when we’d been talking the other night, but I’d kept it in my pocket. Soon, I’d tell her and keep my promise to share. But this one was too close to home. Before I handed it to Bryce, I had to get some answers from Dad.

Maybe he wouldn’t shut me out this time around.

“Here.” I handed over the picture. If he was surprised, he didn’t show it. “Mom and Amina. They were friends?”

“Best friends,” he corrected. “You could barely separate the two.”

“Did they have a falling out?”

“Amina moved away after high school.” He shrugged. “I guess they lost touch.”

“You guess?” Even if they’d lost touch, you’d think Amina would have at least come to Mom’s funeral.

“Yep.” Dad folded up the page and handed it back, that topic over.

Seriously? He was infuriating. Dad had fucked this woman. He had to have some kind of feelings for her. As far as I knew, Amina had been the only woman he’d been with since Mom. I could badger him for more, but it was pointless.

He was already on to the next topic.

“Called a couple of guys around town to see if they’ve heard word of anyone who’d want to set me up. No one has a clue. Their first guess was the Warriors too.”

“What about the Travelers?” Saying that club’s name soured my stomach. The hatred I had for them would last a lifetime.

“They’re all dead.”

“Are you sure?”

Dad slid the sunglasses off his nose and into his hair. His brown eyes met mine to reinforce his declaration. “They are dead. All of them. I made sure of it.”

“All right.” I believed him. “Who else?”

“No damn clue. I think all we can do now is wait. Hope someone starts talking.”

“That’s it?” I couldn’t believe I was hearing this. “You’re giving up that easily? This is your life we’re talking about, Dad. Your freedom.”

“Maybe this is for the best. Maybe my sins have finally caught up with me and it’s time to pay. We both know I deserve a lifetime behind bars. If it happens, I’m not fighting it.”

Who was this man? This was not the same man who’d vowed revenge against the Travelers after they’d killed my mother. This was not the man who’d taken his vengeance with horrific violence. This was not the man who refused to quit.

“You’re serious?”

“Dead.” He was done fighting.

I shook my head, waving him off as I walked to my bike. Dad might be giving up, but I wasn’t.

The trip to Clifton Forge was fast. I let the roar of the engine, the wind whipping my face and the tires beating on the pavement soak up some of my frustration with Dad. When I hit Central Avenue, I didn’t turn to go home or to the garage. I kept on straight, making my way into the quiet neighborhood where Bryce lived.

She had a way of looking at things with fresh eyes—a different perspective—and I wanted her take on my meeting with the Warriors.

When I pulled up, she was in the kitchen. I spotted her through the large window over the sink. I rang the doorbell, raking a hand through my hair as her footsteps came my way.

There was no surprise on her face as she opened the door. “You again? Is this going to become a regular thing?”

The smell from the kitchen drifted outside and I looked past her. “What are you making?”

“A roast. It’s been in the Crock-Pot all day.”

I hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast and my stomach rumbled. Loud.

She took pity on me, opening the door wider and stepping out of the way. “Come on in. Beer’s in the fridge.”

I kicked off my boots and followed her into the kitchen. Grabbing a beer, I twisted off the top, then went to stand behind Bryce at the stove, peering over her shoulder. “Mashed potatoes?”

“I hope you like salty gravy.” She was whisking it in a saucepan. “I only make salty gravy.”

“You won’t hear me complain.” I dropped a kiss to her shoulder, enjoying the shiver that rolled down her spine. Last night, we’d had some fun learning each other’s tender spots. That was one of hers.

Bryce turned at the stove, running her hand down my pecs to tweak her thumb over my nipple. I grinned. And that was one of mine.

My stomach growled again, insisting on dinner first. Last night, we’d had enchiladas near midnight. But tonight, even as much as I wanted her naked, I was too hungry to deliver any kind of decent performance.

“Plates are in the cupboard next to the fridge. Silverware is in that drawer.” She pointed to the one beside the sink. “We’ll eat at the island.”

“’Kay.” I set the dishes out as she finished cooking and heaped my plate full. Taking a first bite, I nearly came in my jeans. It wasn’t better than her enchiladas but it was definitely equal. “Damn, that’s good.”

“Glad you approve.”

“Keep feeding me food like this and I’ll never leave.”

“Then consider this your last meal.” She smirked. “What are you doing here?”

“Dad and I met with the Warriors today.”

“You did?” Her fork froze in midair. “What happened?”

“Their president assured us it wasn’t them. He brought along the five guys who left the Gypsies for the Warriors. They gave their word they had nothing to do with it. I’m inclined to believe them. Still, it could have been someone acting on their own, but unless we catch the guy, no one will admit it.”

“Interesting.” She twirled her fork in the air as she thought it over. “So what now?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s why I’m here. What do you think?”

“Hmm.” She took another bite, thinking as she chewed. “If you don’t have a lead into who might be setting Draven up, then I think we should continue looking into Amina. At least find out why she was here in Clifton Forge. That might give us a clue as to who would have known she was in town. It could narrow down the possibilities.”

“Except my hunch is that the guy who killed her was following Dad around. Waiting for an opportunity to set him up.”

“True. But don’t you think that the way she was killed was sort of personal? I mean, she was stabbed seven times. Like he knew her.”

“Maybe. Or maybe it was meant to seem personal since it was supposed to look like Dad did it after they had sex.” Still not something I liked to picture.

“Also true. But if you don’t have any leads on who could be out to get your dad, then we don’t have any other option than to look into the victim.”

“Yeah. Guess it’s worth a shot.” I scooped up a bite of potatoes and gravy—salted just right.

If we didn’t find clues to prove Dad was innocent, digging into Amina’s life might at least get me more information about her relationship with Mom.

Because the superficial answer from Dad was not going to stand. Mom had been the type of person who pulled others into her life. She wouldn’t have let a best friend drift away. Something had to have happened, and whatever it was, Dad wasn’t telling.

“Anything else?” Bryce asked.

This was probably the point in time for me to tell her about that yearbook picture. I should confess I’d stolen it and had her arrested before she’d noticed, but that would mean a fight. Tonight, I didn’t have it in me to battle Bryce. Not when she’d win.

So I shoved another bite into my mouth and hoped like hell she didn’t find out before I told her. “Nope. This is really good.”

“You already said that.” She smiled.

“Worth repeating. I’m not much of a cook. Never learned. Mom loved cooking for us, and after she died, Dad didn’t take her place in the kitchen. We ate out a lot and Nick got sick of it, so he taught himself. He got pretty good. When he graduated and moved out, Dad and I went back to eating out.”

“I learned to cook from my mom. Have you met her?” When I shook my head, she said, “I’m not surprised. You don’t exactly run in the same circles. She’s more Bunko on Friday nights than beers at The Betsy.”

I chuckled, demolishing the rest of my meal. “Thanks for dinner. Again.”

“You’re welcome.”

We both stood at the same time to take our plates, but I stopped her and took hers from her hand. “I got dishes.”

“I don’t mind.”

“Take a load off. I got these.” I went to the sink and turned on the water. “Nick learned to cook. I learned to clean.”

“How did the Gypsies get started?” Bryce asked behind me.

I smiled at a plate as I rinsed it clean. She always had a question, this one. In a lifetime, I doubted she’d be able to ask them all. “My granddad was part of a small club in town. Mostly it was guys who loved to ride. He owned the garage. Built it from the ground up and it was the focal point for the club. Dad always knew he’d take it over but had planned to go to college and get out of Clifton Forge for a while first. But then Granddad died a week after Dad graduated, so he stayed to run the garage. Joined the club too.”

Dad was never bitter about not getting the chance to move away. Because he’d had Mom who was more than happy to stay here, close to her family. She only ever wanted to be where Dad was.

“One of Dad’s friends from high school left for California. Stone, that guy I told you about, Emmett’s Dad. Anyway, Stone got hooked up with a big club down there. Didn’t join, but it gave him ideas. So he came home to Montana and talked to Dad about joining the club here. Making some changes. The Clifton Forge Motorcycle Club became the Tin Gypsies. The rest is history.”

“So your grandfather started the Tin Gypsies?”

“Technically. Though most give credit to Dad and Stone. And really, Stone never wanted to be the leader, so it fell to Dad.”

“He was the president?”

I nodded. “For all but the five years that the position belonged to me. Stone was his vice president, like Emmett was mine.”

Dad had told me once he and Stone hadn’t meant for the Gypsies to get so big. Things had spiraled deeper than they’d ever expected. But the garage hadn’t always made good money. Stone worked as a mechanic too, and they’d both had families to feed. Their brothers in the club all needed money too, so he’d made decisions, right and wrong, for the better of all the men.

To my knowledge, Dad hadn’t regretted any of it until Mom had been murdered.

And then, it was too late. He lost himself in rage and revenge.

“Where’d you get the nickname Dash?”

I loaded a plate into the dishwasher. “Mom. She called me Dash as far back as I can remember because I never stopped running. I only got Kingston when I was in big fucking trouble. As a kid, nothing was fast enough. I broke an arm racing my bike around the block when I was seven. Nick built me a soapbox go-cart when I was ten and I disabled the brakes. Shit like that all the time. All she could do about it was make me wear a helmet.”

“I didn’t realize I was sleeping with an adrenaline junkie.” She giggled. “Want another beer?”

“Depends. Am I driving home anytime soon?”

“Before I answer that, I have one more question.”

“Of course, you do.” I loaded the last of the dishes, then faced her. “Fire away.”

“What’s this thing with us?”

“Sex.” I grinned. “Really great sex.”

“Do you think we should set some, uh . . . limits?”

“Limits.” I arched an eyebrow. “Like anal?”

“No. Oh my God. You’re such a man.” She laughed, rolling her eyes. “Not sexual limits, though I do have some. I mean limits on this tryst we’re having. I’m assuming you’re not looking for anything serious.”

“Nope.”

“Okay then. Limits.”

“How about we go at it until we’re sick of each other? Then we’re done.” Though depending on those sexual limits of hers and whether the sex got hotter—if that was even possible—I wouldn’t get sick of Bryce anytime soon. “Agreed?”

“Agreed.” She slid off her stool, slowly coming my way. “You should know, watching you do the dishes is really sexy.”

My cock twitched as she came into my space, running her hands up my chest. “Maybe I’ll stick around tonight. Let you cook me breakfast. Then I’ll do your dishes again.”

“I don’t cook breakfast.”

I dropped a kiss to her mouth and ran my tongue along the seam. “I wasn’t really talking about doing more dishes.”

She smiled against my mouth. “Then I guess you can stay.”


Chapter Fourteen


Bryce

“Ugh. Where is it?” I dug through the laundry basket at the base of the dryer, searching for the green shirt I wanted to wear. It wasn’t under five towels or my impressive collection of unfolded socks that never seemed to get paired.

Abandoning that basket for the one next to the washing machine, I searched but came back empty-handed. It wasn’t on one of the many empty hangers in my closet. I’d checked all three baskets here in the laundry room. The only other place it could be was the dryer itself. Wearing only my bra and jeans, I knelt in front of the machine and began digging.

“What are you doing?”

“Shit.” I jumped at Dash’s voice, clutching my heart. “You scared me.”

“Sorry.”

“Whatever.” I kept digging, still irritated at him for keeping me up all night. And not in a good way. “You snore.”

His chest shook with a silent laugh. “Again, sorry.”

Dash yawned as he leaned against the doorframe, wearing only a pair of black boxer briefs. His eyes were sleepy and his hair a mess. My mouth watered at that delectable skin on display.

It was really hard to be mad at him when he looked like that in the morning. Maybe a sleepless night had been worth it for the morning view.

His washboard abs deserved daily applause along with that V of his hips. His thighs bulged beneath the seam of those boxers, straining the elastic around sculpted muscle. His arms were roped with the same strength and smooth veins snaked down his forearms. Add the tattoos and I wasn’t all that annoyed by the snoring anymore.

On one arm was a skull, artfully adorned—half of the face was detailed with bohemian jewelry while the other gave the illusion of metal. Both of his forearms had different black ink bands. And on the other arm, a black and white portrait of a woman smiling.

We hadn’t talked about his tattoos, but I knew the portrait was of his mother.

That one wasn’t sexy but it melted my heart. This man had slept in my bed. When was the last time I’d literally slept—or attempted to sleep—with another person? It had been ages since my mattress had felt the weight of two people.

Dash had slept like the dead too. Minus the snoring. This morning, I’d tossed his arm off my naked back and slid out of bed—and he hadn’t budged.

I’d only had a minor freak-out in the shower. It was expected since I was basically sleeping with the enemy and Dash wasn’t exactly long-term relationship material.

I refused to let myself get attached.

Sex. Only.

I’d been reminding myself over and over and over, because if I didn’t keep that thought circulating in my brain, I’d forget Dash couldn’t be trusted. Worse, I’d develop feelings more dangerous than the ones already brewing.

I couldn’t afford deep feelings or connections. Yes, it had been comforting to wake up with his long fingers splayed on my skin. He’d touched me all night. When I’d shift or move, his hand always found me. But I didn’t need that from Dash. If I needed some comfort, I’d go get a hug from Mom.

Dash and I were working together to find information. We were enjoying each other’s bodies at night. That was where I drew the line. When we found Amina’s killer—or if the evidence pointed to Draven, and Dash accepted his father was a murderer—then this fling would be over.

I wasn’t getting used to Dash snoring in my bed. I wasn’t counting on that delicious body and tanned skin to be around for long. I wasn’t admitting how adorable it was that he’d practically fallen back asleep as he stood in the entrance to my laundry room, watching me find a shirt.

I dug deeper into the dryer, my eye catching the shade of green I was after. “Bingo.” I yanked it out with a smile and tugged the top over my head. The front was a V-neck, the shape loose but not drapey. And the cute little pocket over one of my boobs gave it some added detail.

When I looked up, Dash’s eyes were open and locked on that pocket.

“What are we doing today?” he asked, rubbing a hand over his face. The stubble on his jaw was thick, nearly a beard. I liked beards.

“We?”

He nodded. “It’s Friday.”

“Yes. It will be all day. So?”

“So, it’s Friday. I don’t have to be at the garage. Let’s do something.”

“Something,” I drew out the word. Did he just ask me out on a date? What happened to sex only during the investigation? A Friday spent together was something a couple would do. We were not a couple, though I wouldn’t say no to a day reserved for sex with Dash.

“Yeah.” He shrugged a shoulder. “What were you going to do next to look into Amina?”

“Oh. Right.” Amina. This wasn’t about sex or spending time with me on his day off. Silly me. Time to get back on track. “I want to know why she left town after high school. Where she’d been. Why she came back to Clifton Forge and why she called your dad.”

“’Kay.”

I stood and breezed by him as I left the laundry room. “I was going to go back to the high school and finish checking yearbooks. You know, the ones I was looking at when you called the cops to the library.”

“How long are you going to throw that at me?” He followed me to the kitchen, his bare feet padding on the floor.

“Forever. Remember? I don’t like you.”

“Good to know.” Dash chuckled and nodded at my coffee mug. “Got any more of that coffee?”

“Sure.” I took out a mug and set it under my single cup brewer. With a pod brewing, I faced him. The island was between us, keeping me from reaching for those tattooed arms. They were so . . . ugh. Tempting. He was so annoyingly tempting. And he really needed to get dressed.

“Do you want to come with me to the school?” I asked, handing him his full mug. Maybe if I brought Dash along, it would be easier to face Samantha at the school’s front desk. I was thoroughly embarrassed to face her again after being arrested. A sidekick, especially one as distracting as Dash, might take away some of the focus on me.

“Um . . . maybe.” The crease between his eyebrows deepened as he sipped the coffee. “Do you know where she’s been living? Bozeman, right? That’s what your article said.”

“Yep.” I’d gotten that information from Chief Wagner when he’d given me the preliminary report on Amina along with her name.

“Let’s skip the school. Take a road trip instead.”

I’d been contemplating a trip to Bozeman anyway. It was two hours one way, and depending on what we found, it would take up the entire day. I’d already delivered my content for this Sunday’s paper and I was ahead on Wednesday’s. If I was going to write something about Amina in next week’s edition, I’d need to get new information soon.

“All right.” I nodded. “But I’d still like to drop by the school.”

“Why? We’re probably not going to find much there anyway.”

We’d likely find a few more old pictures, and while they might shed light on teenaged Amina, it was more important to know the person she’d grown into as an adult. “Yeah, you’re probably right. We can skip the school and get on the road. I need to text my dad and tell him I won’t be in today. Then we can go.”

“Good.” He grinned. “Mind if I use the shower?”

“Go for it. Towels are in the tall cabinet.”

“Want to join me?” He winked.

I ignored the rush of heat between my legs. “We don’t have time.”

“Babe.” He set down the cup on the island and sauntered my way, his slow, steady strides raising my heart rate with every step. I gripped the edge of the island and prayed my body didn’t melt at his feet. When he spoke, his voice was rough, like the fingertips he shifted into my hair. “There’s all the time in the world.”

“We should go.” There was no conviction behind that statement.

“Tomorrow, don’t shower without me.”

I suddenly wished it was tomorrow.

With a playful tug on my ear, Dash dropped his hand from my hair and walked out of the kitchen. This time, his steps were sure and swift. Those of a man ready to get to work.

I closed my eyes and let my heart rate settle to normal, then made us travel cups of coffee while the water ran in the bathroom.

Dash was mere feet away, naked and wet. I unloaded the dishwasher so I wouldn’t go anywhere near the bathroom. Then I readied my purse for the trip, taking out the extra notepads I wouldn’t need for this story. I sat at the island, drinking my coffee until Dash came out wearing yesterday’s clothes and his signature, cocky grin.

“Here.” I held out a travel mug.

“No cup holders on the bike.”

I blinked. “Huh?”

“Cup holders.” He went to the front door to pull on a boot. “My bike doesn’t have them.”

“Well, then it’s a good thing I’m driving. My car comes equipped with cup holders.”

Dash straightened. “We’re taking the bike.”

“No, I’ll dri—”

“Babe, the bike is fun. Trust me.”

“You told me not to trust you.”

He grinned. “Make an exception. Riding through Montana in the summer is unbeatable.”

“Fine.” I shoved his coffee mug into his belly and tipped mine to my lips, guzzling because I didn’t want to risk falling asleep on the motorcycle.

“That was easier than I thought it would be.” He took a long drink from his own cup.

“Shut up.” Did I secretly want to ride on his Harley? Yes. But I’d die before admitting that to him.

I set my cup down on the island and began digging the essentials out of my purse and wallet. Cash. Credit cards. Driver’s license. Lip gloss. Hair tie. Gum. Phone. The jeans I was wearing were tight and the pockets wouldn’t keep it all, so the hair tie went on a wrist. The gum, money and cards into my jeans. But the other items still needed a new home.

I looked at Dash and smiled. Then I moved into his space, nice and close. My fingers hooked in his jeans pocket, pulling it open as his breath hitched. With my things dropped into his pocket, I patted his thigh before backing away. “All set.”

“Careful.” Dash palmed his zipper, making a blatant adjustment to his cock. “I might make you go in there to get them back.”

My core tightened. “I might insist.”

Outside, the morning air was fresh and clean. We walked to Dash’s bike and he sat on the dewy seat first. “Climb on.”

“Helmets?” I hadn’t minded when it was just a slow ride through town. But the highway? I was insisting on a helmet.

Dash opened his mouth to protest but stopped when he saw the look on my face. I was guessing it was part fear, part excitement.

“Please?”

He sighed. “We’ll stop by the garage and pick them up.”

“Thank you.” I settled into the seat behind him, wrapping my arms around his waist. Then he started the motorcycle, roaring away from the curb and down the street.

To my relief, the garage wasn’t open when we arrived. I wasn’t ready to show up on Dash’s bike and get questioning looks from his employees about why I was wrapped around their boss. With the way Dash jogged inside to retrieve a helmet, I guessed he wasn’t ready to address our relationship with his employees either.

After Dash insisted I wear his leather jacket and buckled the matte-black helmet on my head—he refused one for himself—we rode out of town. The crisp morning did more to keep me awake than coffee ever could, and it was a thrill to be behind Dash as he navigated the curved highway.

I felt the shift in his muscles as he leaned us to one side or the other. The power of him and the machine between my legs. A couple of times, he’d let go of the handlebar with one hand to grip my thigh, those long fingers giving it a squeeze to make sure I was okay. I’d tightened my arms around his ribs in a silent yes.

The familiarity of my hometown wrapped around me as we arrived in Bozeman. These were the streets where I’d learned to drive. We passed my high school and the restaurant where we’d always celebrated Dad’s birthdays. We rode by stores and buildings that hadn’t been there during my youth, the changes I’d missed living in the city.

I’d always pictured coming back here and having a family. I’d hoped one day to return to Bozeman and go house hunting with my husband. I’d wanted to send my kids to the same school where I’d gone.

Being here was bittersweet. The memories swirled together with dreams now gone. A pang of sorrow hit and I pushed it away, not wanting to think about my lack of husband and children.

I didn’t need them to be happy.

But I wanted them all the same.

When we reached an intersection, I pointed for Dash to take a left. Then I navigated us through town and toward Amina’s address. I’d pulled it from public records one day and had jotted it in my yellow notepad in preparation for this trip.

Dash slowed down on the residential streets as my eyes scanned house fronts for numbers.

“There.” I pointed to a pale peach two-story home.

We parked and I climbed off the motorcycle first, removing my helmet. Dash simply stood and raked a hand through his hair to tame the windblown mess. Two swipes and it looked perfectly disheveled. I pulled my hair tie off my wrist, twisting my mane up into a knot.

“This was her house?” Dash pointed to her place.

“It’s cute.” Her home was located on a pocket park. Bordered by five nearly identical homes, the park had two picnic tables and a playground for kids. The block formed a horseshoe around the park. In front of Amina’s home, there was a For Sale sign freshly staked into the green grass. “I hadn’t expected it to be listed already.”

“Now what?” Dash asked.

“Now”—I held out my hand—“you give me my phone and we go house hunting.”

One call to the realtor and she was on her way to show us into the house.

“Didn’t waste any time getting it on the market,” Dash said as we sat at the picnic table, waiting for the realtor.

“It’s not like she’s coming back. I’m sure her daughter or whoever is settling the estate wanted to get it up this summer so it would sell before winter.”

“Yeah. Nice place.”

“It sure is. All this is new from when I grew up here. This all used to be farmland.”

This subdivision would have been on my short list as a mother. It was exactly the kind of place I would have wanted to have my kids grow up in, where we’d know the neighbors and the children would all play together on Saturday afternoons.

My place in Clifton Forge was a single-story home, like all the others on the street. There was minimal yard area. The HOA took care of shoveling snow from the sidewalks. I’d moved in and learned that I was the youngest person on the block, surrounded by elderly couples and a retired widower.

As the street’s new spinster, I fit right in.

A car door slammed. The realtor from the sign smiled and waved as she came our way. “Hello.”

“Hi.” I smiled. Dash and I both stood, and when we were on our feet, I slipped my hand into his. The arm attached stiffened.

Good to know how he feels about hand-holding. There was no time to let that irritate me because the realtor was speed walking our way, her hand held out the entire time.

After introductions, she led us into the house. “Your timing is perfect. We just put this on the market yesterday afternoon. This neighborhood is so desirable right now. It will go quick.”

“It’s adorable.” I smiled up at Dash, pretending to be the happy couple. When the realtor stepped up to the door, I squeezed his fingers. “Don’t you just love this porch, honey?”

“Uh . . .”

This guy. I’d held his hand and his brain had short-circuited. I rolled my eyes and mouthed pretend.

“Right.” Dash’s tense arm relaxed. “It’s perfect, baby.”

The realtor stood and pushed the door open to let us inside first. Then she flipped on lights behind us as we let ourselves wander.

“This is three bedrooms, two and a half baths. Open concept, as you can see. It was built six years ago and has only had one owner. She took incredible care of the place, and the seller is interested in selling it furnished.”

“That might be great, wouldn’t it, sweetie?” I asked Dash.

He threw an arm around my shoulders. “Sure would be. We’ve been wanting new furniture. That couch looks a hell of a lot nicer than ours.”

I faked a laugh, stepping out of his hold to look around. My eyes searched for pictures, any clues to Amina’s life. It wasn’t easy with the realtor hovering, but luckily, her phone rang.

“Would you mind if I stepped out onto the porch to take this?” she asked, already moving that way. “Feel free to show yourselves around. I’ll catch up.”

Dash closed the door behind her and we both watched as she walked toward the park, her phone pressed to her ear.

I hustled over to an end table and opened the drawer. Empty. Then I hurried to the next, doing the same. It only had the remote for the television. The kitchen was my next stop and I started with the drawers in there too.

Dash followed, glancing over his shoulder to the front door. “What are you looking for?” he whispered.

“Anything that might tell us about Amina.”

“’Kay.” He went to a drawer, but I stopped him with a glare.

“No. You stand guard.” I waved him away. “If she comes back, distract her.”

He scowled. “How?”

“I don’t know. Smile at her. That seems to make most women fall at your feet.”

“Except for you,” he muttered.

I stayed focus on my search, not bothering to correct him. Dash didn’t need to know that his smile was just as lethal on me too.

The kitchen didn’t have anything other than typical kitchen stuff. There wasn’t even a junk drawer with old mail. Maybe the daughter had come and cleaned things out already? Maybe Amina was a neat freak?

I bolted up the stairs, glancing left and right to get my bearings. Then I went right for the master bedroom. Downstairs, there had been no pictures. Nothing framed on end tables or above the fireplace mantel. And the same was true here.

There wasn’t a hint of the life lived inside these walls. I wasn’t completely surprised, but I had hoped for a photo here and there.

I checked the drawers in the master bedroom and bathroom for good measure, but all were empty, as I’d expected. I was finishing up my loop through the guest bedroom when I heard Dash’s voice carry up the stairs.

“Nope. No kids. Thank God.”

Really? Was that last part necessary? It was a good thing I was only using him for sex. Even pretending to be a couple was exhausting. First the hand-holding. Now the aversion to kids. Yes, it was a very good thing this was sex only.

I put on a smile and brushed a fallen lock of hair off my face as I came into the hallway. I went right to Dash’s side, wrapping my arms around him. “It’s such a beautiful home. I can see us living here. Having babies here. Lots and lots of babies.”

A visible grimace crossed his face.

“If you two would like some time to talk over an offer, I’d be happy to meet you back at my office.” The realtor beamed with dollar signs in her eyes. “You don’t have a buyer’s agent, correct?”

“That’s right,” I said. “But I think we’ll need a little more time to discuss. Maybe over lunch. Could we call you later?”

“Absolutely.” Her card came flying out of her hand, faster than a poker cheat with an ace up her sleeve.

We followed her out of the house, lingering on the sidewalk as she got into her car. She was on the phone again before she even slid into the driver’s seat. The moment her car was gone, I took a healthy step away from Dash.

“That was unproductive.” I frowned. “I hadn’t expected it to be listed so soon. And for all the personal touches to be erased. Amina’s family must have cleared it out fast. I didn’t see a picture or anything.”

“Me neither.”

“Damn,” I muttered, pacing the sidewalk just as a woman pushed a stroller around the corner. I didn’t think much of her until she walked up to the house beside Amina’s.

“Excuse me, miss?” I waved as I approached. “Did you happen to know your neighbor?”

“Amina? Well, sure.” Her shoulders fell. “I was so sad to hear what happened to her.”

“Me too.” I held out my hand. “My name is Bryce. I’m a journalist and I’m writing a piece about her. A memorial of sorts.” Not entirely a lie.

“Oh.” She shook my hand. “That’s nice.”

“We just came by to see where she lived and get a glimpse into her life. It seems like this place fits her. It’s charming and beautiful.”

“She was both those things,” the young woman replied. “We loved having her as our neighbor.”

“Was it just Amina? She lived alone, right?”

She nodded. “Her daughter visited occasionally. She came last week to clear out her mom’s stuff. Poor thing. She looked heartbroken doing it all by herself.”

“Oh, that’s awful. There was no other family?”

“No.” She shook her head. “Amina didn’t have many visitors. Just her daughter a couple of times a year and the boyfriend who’d visit on the occasional weekend. But it was normally just her. She made me enough meals for two weeks when the baby was born.”

“That’s lovely,” I said, though my mind was still stuck on one word. “I didn’t realize Amina had a boyfriend.”

“Oh, yes. Except maybe boyfriend isn’t the right term. I don’t know how serious they were. But he was here every now and then.”

“Do you happen to know his name?”

“Sorry. Amina didn’t talk about him much. And when he came, they kind of kept to themselves, if you know what I mean. He’d get here late on a Friday night. Leave Sunday morning before church.”

“I see.” Sounded like Amina had had a booty call, not a boyfriend. Was it Draven? Had they been sleeping together for a while? “Well, thank you. And I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you. Good luck with your memorial. Amina was the best.”

I waved, stepping away but paused. “Can I ask you one more question?”

“Of course.”

“Do you know what he looked like? The boyfriend?”

“He was probably her age. Older. About the same height as him.” She pointed a finger at Dash, who still stood in front of Amina’s house. “I only saw him two or three times and always as he was leaving. Like I said, Amina didn’t talk about him much and I didn’t want to pry. I have a feeling that he was from her past and came with some memories.”

“Why do you say that?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe because she never talked about him. Like never. I even asked her once if she’d had a nice weekend with her company and she just smiled without answering me. It was almost like they were hiding something. I always wondered if maybe he was married.”

“Maybe.”

The neighbor’s eyes got wide as she realized what she’d just said. “Oh, God. No. That’s not what I mean. Please don’t put that in your story. Amina was so kind and sweet and generous. I don’t want you to think she’s some kind of home-wrecker or mistress. I was just talking out loud. I’m sure he wasn’t married. She wasn’t like that.”

“Don’t worry.” I smiled. “I won’t write anything that isn’t true. Speculation is just that.”

Her face paled. “Really. I’m sure he wasn’t married. And she was wonderful. Truly.”

“I’m sure you’re right. Thanks again.”

She went to her door, quickly disappearing inside with the stroller. Probably scared she’d stick her foot in her mouth again.

Dash and I didn’t stay longer. We both walked silently to the bike, not talking until my helmet was on.

“Well, that was interesting,” I said quietly. “Turns out Amina had a regular visitor on the weekends.”

“I heard that.”

“Do you know where your dad has been most weekends?”

Dash’s jaw ticked. “He didn’t kill her.”

“I’m not saying that.” I frowned. “But I think we’d better find out exactly how long your dad has been having sex with Amina Daylee. And if it wasn’t him, then she did have a boyfriend. I wonder how he’d react to learning she’d gone to Clifton Forge and hooked up with your dad.”

“Sounds like we need to track down a boyfriend.”

“Yes, we do.”

Dash straddled the bike. “Good thing the neighbor showed. Otherwise this would have been a wasted trip.”

“We got lucky.” I settled behind him. “And we were lucky the house was listed too so we could get inside.”

“What were you going to do if it hadn’t been listed?” he asked over his shoulder.

I shrugged. “Pick the lock on the front door or break in through a window.”

Dash’s eyes crinkled at the sides as a slow grin spread across his lips. Then he burst out laughing, the sound echoing across the block as his shoulders shook. “God, you’re fucking amazing. Too bad you don’t like me.”

“That’s right. I don’t like you.” Not at all.


Chapter Fifteen


Dash

Bryce and I stopped by a taco joint to grab lunch before riding home to Clifton Forge. The return trip was quiet, not as intimate and exciting as the trip to Bozeman had been. Her arms didn’t grip me quite as fiercely. Her legs didn’t hug the outside of my thighs.

Maybe she’d gotten used to the bike and how to shift her weight. But that featherlight touch felt more like her pulling away.

I hadn’t expected the whole act like a married couple bit. It made sense why Bryce had done it, but dumbass that I was, it had taken me too long to catch on.

I just . . . wasn’t that guy. I wasn’t the wife-and-kids type. Being a family man was Nick’s priority, not mine. My niece and nephew were amazing kids. I liked having a sister-in-law who gave me shit and loved my brother as eternally as my mother had loved my father.

But I had never imagined that in my life, and even if I could picture it, I didn’t want it.

Fucking no, thank you.

I’d witnessed firsthand the destruction it had brought to Dad’s life when Mom had died. I saw Nick’s fear when he’d learned Emmeline had almost been kidnapped.

I’d had numerous black eyes, a fractured ulna and collarbone, two broken noses and a few concussions thanks to the boxing ring and a few fights. Physical pain I could handle. A broken heart?

Nope. No point in even putting myself in that position.

Bryce being pissed at me wasn’t going to change my mind. She didn’t get to judge the way I lived my life—past, present or future. She wasn’t my wife or girlfriend, so she didn’t get to be angry that I wasn’t a hand-holder or cringed at the idea of babies.

By the time we pulled into Clifton Forge, it was my turn to be mad. Bryce and I were casual. We were having sex, temporarily. I guess I shouldn’t have spent the night.

When I pulled up to her house, she was off the bike in a flash, stripping off the helmet. “We need to talk to your dad and see if it was him visiting Amina.”

“Yeah.”

“I want to be there.”

“Fine.” I narrowed my eyes and studied her face. It didn’t look angry. She didn’t seem hurt. She just seemed tired.

Maybe I’d been reading way too much into her reaction to me at Amina’s house. Maybe she was just preoccupied with what we’d learned from the neighbor. Had I gotten worked up for nothing?

I sure hoped so. This would be a lot easier if I didn’t have to worry about Bryce pressuring me for a commitment.

“Meet me at the garage at ten tomorrow,” I told her, returning her items from my pocket.

“I’ll be there.” Without another word, she turned and walked up the sidewalk to her front door.

I waited only long enough to see that she made it inside, then I raced away. I didn’t want to stay another night anyway. Her bed was uncomfortable, her pillows too firm. And she woke up so damn early, I couldn’t even enjoy sleeping in on my day off.

The ride home took ten minutes. My house was on the edge of town, surrounded by some open property I owned, ensuring I’d always have space. When I walked inside, I went right for my walk-in shower, wanting to rinse away the smell of Bryce’s sweet coconut soap. I didn’t need the reminder of her on my skin all evening.

Water dripped off the ends of my hair as I toweled off. I walked to my bedroom naked and, though it was still afternoon, collapsed on my king-sized bed. Sprawling out, I took a pillow and punched it into a ball under my head.

Much better.

Except I tossed and turned during my nap. And all night, my hand kept searching for something that wasn’t there.

*     *     *

“Morning.” Emmett walked through the open garage bay door the next day.

“Hey,” I said from the floor where I was lying beside the Mustang. The bumper I’d installed this morning was on and I was double-checking that everything was exactly right.

He came over as I shoved off the floor, handing me the extra cup of coffee he’d brought along.

I tipped the white lid to my lips, surprised when I tasted cream and chocolate. “What is this?”

“A double mocha something. I don’t know. I hooked up with the blond working at the coffee hut last night and she gave me these for free when I dropped her off this morning.”

I chuckled. “Nice.”

“What’s up?”

“I’ll tell you when everyone else gets here.”

I’d called Emmett and Leo this morning, waking them up at six a.m. on a Saturday. Both were annoyed I’d woken them up on their day off. They were lucky I hadn’t called at four—that’s when I’d called Dad.

He’d been up that early too.

I’d asked everyone to meet me at the garage by ten.

The clock on the wall showed nine forty-five. And a white Audi was turning into the lot.

Emmett looked at the car, then to me. “Did you know she was coming?”

“I invited her. She’s part of this now.”

“Part of what?” His forehead furrowed.

“Finding the truth. Better to have her on our side than against.”

Emmett studied my face. “You got something going with her?”

“Something like that.” There was no point denying it. When she was around, she had my focus. Emmett wouldn’t miss it when she walked into the garage.

“Is that smart?”

I blew out a long breath. “No, but it’s too late now.”

“She’s under your skin.”

And soaking deeper, down to the bone, every day.

Walking outside, I took Bryce in as she stepped out of her car. Gorgeous, as always. Her hair was straight and sleek, draping down her back. I instantly regretted not staying at her place last night.

Her sunglasses were on, shielding her eyes. But the way she held her shoulders, the upward tilt of her chin, said she was prepared for a fight.

She’d probably get one.

Bryce walked my way, wearing a pair of loose jeans cuffed at the ankle. They left her curves to the imagination, but I knew what she looked like underneath. Her black tee fit tight across her breasts and stomach. With her heeled sandals, it was impossible to look away. Though she could be wearing a potato sack and she’d still have my undivided attention.

She was classy and gorgeous no matter what she wore. It came from the way she carried herself, with tenacity and strength. Not many people, let alone women, questioned me. But this woman was a fighter. She wouldn’t be pushed around, and she wouldn’t take things at face value.

Which was why she had to be here today.

Bryce would see something I might miss.

The roar of a familiar engine echoed off the steel walls of the garage as Leo sped into the parking lot. He drove right up next to Bryce, slowing to match her strides. When he parked and slid off his shades, he gave her the smile that often landed him in the bathroom of The Betsy, fucking whoever had fallen for it.

My hands fisted. I’d be informing Leo that Bryce was off-limits. For good. Even when the two of us called it off, she wasn’t to be anywhere near his bed. Emmett’s too for that matter.

“Garage is closed, beautiful,” he said, still astride his bike. “But I’ll take a look at your car on Monday. Give you the special service. I’d even stay late, just for you.”

“Wow.” Bryce stopped beside Leo. She brought her hand to her heart. “Really?”

“This oughta be good,” Emmett muttered. I hadn’t noticed him standing by my side.

“Really.” Leo winked and ran a hand through his hair. “Maybe when we’re done with your car, I can take you for a ride. Teach you how to have a real good time.”

“I do like a good time.” Bryce used that same voice she’d used on me the first day she’d come here, pure sugar and sex. She was luring Leo into her trap, the same damn thing she’d done to me. God, I was a fucking idiot. She’d baited me. And watching her do it to Leo, I could see why I’d fallen for it.

“Damn, she’s good.” The way she held her body was confident and poised. She didn’t flaunt her looks the way some women did to hold you captive. She didn’t push out her chest or give him a shy smile. There wasn’t a damn thing shy about her smile, and that’s why it was so devastating.

She stood there like the goddess she was and let Leo look her up and down, knowing that he liked what he saw. And knowing she was in complete control.

My dick stirred. I’d screwed up by not staying at her place last night. We were a short-term thing and I wanted to savor it while it lasted. I wouldn’t make the same mistake tonight.

“What do you say?” Leo licked his lips.

Bryce took a step closer. “I’d eat you alive, pretty boy. Save the special service for someone who’ll take your orders in bed.”

Leo’s jaw dropped.

Bryce spun on a heel and marched my way. “Do you guys all deliver the same line to get women into bed? Offering them a ride? Does it actually work?”

I grinned. “Every time.”

“Not every time.” She smirked.

“True.” I’d acted the same way as Leo that first day she’d come to the garage. And she’d shot me down. “We only use that line in the summer. We can’t ride in the winter so we come up with something new.”

“Given your reputation, it’s got to be better.”

I shrugged. “Not always. Sometimes all it takes is hello.”

“Let’s be done talking about this.” A flare of annoyance—and jealousy?—laced her voice. Whatever she was feeling, she shoved it away and extended her hand to Emmett. “I’m Bryce Ryan.”

“Emmett Stone.” He held her gaze, as if assessing a potential enemy.

“Who’s this?” Leo glared at Bryce as he came to stand by Emmett.

“Bryce Ryan,” she spoke at the same time I said, “She’s the new reporter in town.”

“Ahh. The pain in our ass.”

“Or the woman who might actually be able to help clear your boss’s name,” she shot back.

“Cool it. She’s on our team, Leo.” I sent him a warning glare. “We’re working together.”

His scowl deepened as another engine’s thunder signaled its approach.

Dad pulled into the garage, parking by Leo, and wasted no time coming right up to Bryce and holding out his hand. “Bryce. I’m Draven. Didn’t get to meet you the last time we were both here.”

“Yes.” She shook his hand. “You were a bit busy that day.”

Did she have to remind him of the arrest? I got that it was her way of exerting some control over the situation, sending a message that Dad wouldn’t intimidate her either. But she risked pissing him off. He was tight-lipped about this whole thing enough as it was.

Christ. I was going to end up playing mediator between the guys and Bryce.

“Let’s talk inside.” I waved everyone into the garage.

We all assumed places in the garage. Leo and Emmett both hopped up onto a tool bench. I stood against a wall. Dad stood in the center of the room, his legs planted wide and arms over his chest.

And Bryce, to torture me, went and leaned against the Mustang.

“How much does she know?” Dad asked, staring right at Bryce.

“Enough to bury you if you betray me,” she answered.

“Enough that she knows the risks involved,” I corrected. “We have an arrangement. It’s between me and her. And not the point of this meet.”

“She’s an outsider. And not part of—”

I held up a hand, silencing Leo’s protest. “It’s done.”

The garage went still. Bryce looked around the room, waiting to see if anyone would object. But Leo’s would be the last. At least, the last objection while she was in the room. Emmett would corner me later and voice his concerns. Dad wouldn’t object; he knew it was too late. His criticism would only come if I’d made a mistake and we were dealing with the fallout of Bryce writing a story that condemned us all.

“Emmett and Leo”—I looked to them—“any word around town about who might have it out for Dad?”

Both shook their heads as Emmett spoke up. “There’s nothing. Not a hint. I even met with a couple of old members who’d gone to the Warriors. They could be lying, but I don’t think it’s them.”

“That goes with the story they gave us when we met with them and Tucker.”

“It’s quiet because everyone thinks Draven did it,” Leo said.

My gaze met Bryce’s, silently reinforcing my message. He didn’t kill her. “Listen. Yesterday, Bryce and I went to—”

“How long were you sleeping with Amina?” Bryce fired the question at Dad.

“Jesus Christ,” I mumbled. So much for giving Dad a little background about our trip yesterday before springing it on him.

“I spent the night with her,” Dad answered, the tension in the garage spiking. “Though, you already knew that.”

“Not the night before she was killed.” Bryce shook her head. “Before. How many times did you go visit her?”

His eyebrows came together. “Visit her?”

“We went to her house in Bozeman yesterday,” I explained. “Looked around. Her neighbor said she had a guy about my height and your age visit every few weekends. Was it you?”

“No. The first time I saw Amina in over twenty years was the day she came here.”

“Why’d she come?” Bryce asked. “Did she tell you?”

“Said she wanted to visit. See how things had changed. Called me here at the garage and asked if I’d meet with her for a drink. I told her I’d pick her up from her room. Got there. We started talking. Never had that drink.”

I looked to Bryce. “That means there is a boyfriend out there. Maybe one who’d get jealous and kill her after he left.”

“Crime of passion makes sense,” Emmett said. “Given the number of times she was stabbed. But how’d he get your knife, Draven?”

“Hell if I know. I haven’t been hunting in years. I can’t even remember where I kept it. Somewhere at home, probably.”

“A boyfriend wouldn’t have known that.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Or who you were to go and steal it. No boyfriend acting in a jealous rage would take the time to set you up.”

“Unless.” Bryce began swaying, shifting her weight from foot to foot as a crease formed between her eyebrows. “What if Amina was dating someone from Clifton Forge? Maybe she had come back here. Maybe she’d lied about not being here for decades. If her boyfriend was from town, it would be plausible he could have set you up. Especially if he knew you, Draven.”

“She didn’t lie,” Dad said. “Amina had no reason to deceive me.”

“But what if she was part of the setup?” Bryce countered, talking with her hands moving. “Maybe she and this boyfriend came to town. She called you to the motel while he went to your place to steal your knife. Except something goes wrong. Maybe they’d planned to plant the knife at another crime. But he comes back to the motel and gets enraged that you two had sex. Kills her. Frames you.”

It was possible. Thin, but possible.

“Amina wasn’t out to get me,” Dad insisted. “She . . . she wasn’t like that.”

“You said there was history, Dad. Are you sure she wouldn’t want to see you in prison?”

“I’m sure.”

“How can—”

“Kingston.” One word and there was no room for argument. “I’m sure. Someone set me up to take the fall for murdering an innocent woman. She just wanted to visit a town she hadn’t been in for years. And to see me, an old friend from high school. That’s it.”

Bryce opened her mouth but took one look at my gaze and clamped it shut again. There would be no debating this with Dad. She didn’t know him well enough to hear the conviction in his voice.

“So where are we?” Emmett asked, taking his hair in his hands to tie it up.

“We’re in the same place we were.” Dad sighed. “Whoever did this has me dead to rights. The cops know I was there. They have my fingerprints on my weapon. There’s nothing we can do but wait and hope someone gets stupid and starts talking.”

“That’s not happening.” I fisted my hands. “No one is talking. Whoever did this is patient. Really fucking patient. They’ve made no move against the rest of us.”

“They probably won’t,” Emmett said. “At least not yet. They’re waiting to see what happens with Draven.”

“Exactly,” Leo muttered. “Meanwhile, we’re stuck. And we all gotta keep looking over our shoulders until we can make some headway.”

“Or,” Bryce said quietly, “we use the one lead we have. We make sure this boyfriend didn’t start dating Amina to get to Draven. If the killer knew there was a connection between Draven and Amina, he could have been playing her from the beginning.”

“Agreed,” I said. “We need to track this guy down.”

“How?” Leo asked.

“We could ask her daughter,” Bryce suggested.

“No.” Dad’s bark echoed off the walls.

“Why not?” I pushed off the wall. Was Dad really that set on life in prison? “She might know who her mother was seeing.”

“No.” He pointed at my face. “The daughter is off-limits. She just lost her mother. She doesn’t need to be bothered by a goddamn reporter and the son of the man who is suspected of killing her mom. Leave her alone. That’s an order.”

It had been a long time since he’d issued an order. Not since the days when he’d worn the president patch for the Gypsies rather than me.

“Am I understood?” Dad asked Emmett and Leo.

“Understood,” they answered in unison.

Dad looked to me, his gaze hard and unwavering. “Dash?”

Fuck. Bryce was seething but I was pinned in the corner. I wouldn’t go against Dad. Not when he’d gone this far to make his point. “Understood.”

“We’re with you, Prez,” Emmett said as Leo’s head bobbed in agreement.

“Good,” Dad said. “And that goes for her too. She bothers the daughter, I’ll see to it that she’ll never write another story again. Hard to write when you’re missing your hands.”

Hell. Did he have to keep making it worse? That was over the top. If his intent was to scare Bryce, he had failed. She was livid. I could feel the heat of her anger from across the room. She’d probably melt the paint on the Mustang.

But I didn’t say a word as Dad marched out the door.

“Guess this meeting is over.” Leo hopped down from the bench as Dad rode away from the garage. He jerked his chin up at Bryce as he walked backward toward his bike. “Change your mind about that ride—”

“I’ll call Dash.”

Leo looked between us, realization dawning, then laughed. “Ah. Good luck, brother.”

Emmett followed him out, waving as he walked to his bike. “I’ll keep an ear open.”

“Do that,” I said. “Have a good weekend.”

“I will.” He grinned. “Think I might need another coffee.”

When the noise from their bikes was gone and the garage was quiet, I turned to Bryce.

“He threatened me.”

“Yes, he did.”

She lifted her chin. “Will you take his side?”

My immediate response was yes. I’d always support Dad and he’d made it clear where he stood. But if it came down to that, to hurting her, I knew the answer was no. “No. But it doesn’t matter because you’re not going to bother the daughter. You’re more compassionate than that.”

“We have to talk to the daughter,” she said immediately. “Maybe the boyfriend is nothing, but it’s the only new information we have.”

“Dad has a point. She just lost her mother. If she’s living in Denver, the chances that she even knows her mom’s weekend hookup are small anyway. It’s not worth stirring up a bunch of hurt.”

“Even if it means your dad spends the rest of his life in prison? Do you still think he’s innocent after threatening to cut. Off. My. Hands?”

I raked a hand through my hair. “He wouldn’t do it.” Maybe he would have years ago, but not now. “He’s just trying to scare you. And yes, he’s innocent. If he wants to spend his life in prison for a murder he didn’t commit, then I guess that’s the reality of the situation.”

“It doesn’t have to be.”

No, it didn’t. Why won’t Dad fight? What is he hiding?

Draven Slater’s secrets were going to land him in the state penitentiary for the rest of his life. Son of a bitch. I clenched my teeth, resisting the urge to pick up a wrench and throw it across the shop. Why was he backing down? That wasn’t like him.

And why should I fight for his freedom when he wasn’t fighting himself?

“Don’t know what to do here, babe,” I confessed, shaking my head. “I’m pissed, for sure. But Dad’s right. I honestly don’t think the daughter is going to give us any information. And I’m at a dead end until Dad decides how hard he wants to push. All I can do is respect my father’s wishes while defending him because I know he’s innocent. What would you do if it was your father?”

“I don’t know.” Bryce’s anger vanished. Her voice softened. She crossed the room and put her delicate hand on my arm. “We both want the truth, but I have a story. I can print exactly what happens with his trial. With his conviction. We both know it will come down to that. And I can accept that he’s the killer. That justice is served. I can accept that as the truth. Can you?”

“He’s my dad,” I whispered. “It’s his choice.”

“Okay. Then I guess we’re done here.”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

She dropped her hand and stepped away. “See you around, King.”

“Take care, Bryce.” My heart twisted. I was losing on both sides. Emmett had gotten one thing right: she was more than just under my skin. She was in there. Deeper than I wanted to admit to myself.

Her heels clipped on the floor as she made her way outside. But before disappearing, she paused and looked over her shoulder. “How about dinner, one last time?”

One last time.

“I’ll bring the beer.”


Chapter Sixteen


Bryce

Sitting alone at my kitchen island, I picked at my chicken salad sandwich.

Two weeks had gone by since the meeting in the garage and my last night with Dash. Dinners since had been eaten in this spot so I could watch out the front kitchen window, hoping to hear the thunder of his motorcycle before it pulled up to my curb.

I missed having an uninvited dinner guest. More and more each day, I missed Dash, and not only for the sex. I missed talking to him and hearing his voice. I missed the easy way he moved around my house. I even missed the snoring.

But I hadn’t heard a word from him. Our final parting had been, well . . . final.

My foolish heart had hoped I’d left a lasting impression. One that would make him yearn to see me again—the way I yearned. Clearly the sex I’d thought unforgettable was actually the opposite.

He’d probably found a new replacement at The Betsy to keep himself company. An easy feat for Dash Slater, finding a woman willing to take him to her bed. Sometimes all it takes is hello. The thought of him saying those words to another woman made my stomach roll.

I tossed down my sandwich, most of it uneaten. I hadn’t had much of an appetite over the last week. The gnawing feeling that I was quitting on Amina Daylee’s story had frayed my nerves.

How could Draven not want to find Amina’s killer? How could Dash be okay leaving a lead unfollowed? Especially given how strongly he believed his father was innocent.

It didn’t make sense. It felt like giving up.

I hadn’t written anything about her murder or the Tin Gypsies in the past two weeks. My stories had been focused on summer activities around town, particularly the upcoming Independence Day parade and the holiday’s various celebrations.

Because I wasn’t sure what to write yet. Without new information on Amina’s murder case or knowing when Draven would be brought to trial, there was nothing to print. And I wasn’t ready to write a story on the former Tin Gypsy MC.

The information Dash had told me on the record would suffice for an easy Sunday feature. A popular one too. But for me, that story was dull. Lifeless. The good stuff was all the things he’d told me off the record. Since he’d kept his end of the bargain not to hide things from me, I’d be keeping mine too.

Or had he?

The meeting at the garage played over and over in my mind. Draven’s insistence we not talk to the daughter had been nagging at me. I didn’t know the man from Adam, but he’d been so firm.

Was he always like that? Was he just trying to intimidate me? I believed his threat, more so than I’d believed any Dash had given me. If I went to Amina’s daughter, he’d retaliate. He might even cause me physical harm.

And that was why I had to go.

Draven’s insistence was more than sparing the feelings of a grieving child. He was hiding something. Was I the only one who saw it?

Either Dash didn’t care, blinded by his loyalty to his father, or Dash knew Draven’s secret and was lying to me—which meant my story would include every word he’d spoken about the Gypsies.

I’d been waiting to see if something came up—it wouldn’t. Murderers with a lick of sense didn’t go around talking about said murder. They certainly didn’t brag about framing a notorious criminal. And Amina’s murderer was smarter than your average gummy bear.

Screw Draven’s threat. And screw Dash for making me miss him. Besides, Draven would never know I was leaving. Not unless he was following me too.

Picking up my phone, I opened my United Airlines app and checked into my flight leaving tomorrow morning for Denver.

Then I flipped open the yellow notepad sitting next to me, reading Genevieve Daylee’s address for the hundredth time.

*     *     *

“Thanks,” I said to my Uber driver as I got out of the car.

The late-morning air was fresh and warm in Colorado. The sunshine beat down bright. I’d gotten up long before dawn to drive to Bozeman and catch my flight, watching the sun rise from my tiny window on the airplane. Then I’d ordered a ride to Genevieve’s.

The condos on this street were all the same, a row of tan siding with white grid windows. Genevieve had a planter full of purple and pink petunias by her door, brightening up her stoop.

I took a deep breath, pinned my shoulders back and walked up the sidewalk. After a sure knock, I waited.

Maybe I should have called first, but not wanting to raise any questions or have word get back to Draven that I’d contacted her, I’d risked a surprise visit. It was a gamble that she’d even be home, but it was a Saturday and hopefully I’d get lucky. If not, my return flight would be delayed until I could find some time to see her.

Light footsteps, a quick flip of the lock and the door opened.

“Hello.” She smiled.

“H-hi.” I did a double take. She looked so much like Amina. Familiar, but there was something else there too. Something I couldn’t put my finger on.

Her hair was dark and long, curled into thick spirals. Her face was heart shaped with flawless skin. Her eyes were a deep brown that I was sure I’d seen somewhere before. And she had her mother’s chin and mouth.

“Can I help you?”

I snapped myself out of my stupor, smiling and holding out my hand. “Hi. I’m Bryce Ryan. Are you Genevieve Daylee?”

“Yes.” She hesitantly took my hand. “Do I know you?”

“No. We’ve never met. I’m a reporter from the Clifton Forge Tribune.”

“Oh.” She inched away, lifting a hand to the door.

“I was hoping you might be willing to help me,” I said before she could shut me out. “I’m writing a special piece on your mom. A story to show who she was and what her life was like before.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“Because her death was awful and tragic. Because people killed in that way are so often remembered for the way they died, not the way they lived.”

Genevieve let my words linger. I was sure she’d slam the door in my face, but then the hesitancy in her face vanished and she opened it wider. “Come on in.”

“Thank you.” I stepped in behind her, letting out the breath I’d been holding. When I inhaled, the scent of chocolate and brown sugar filled my nose. My stomach growled, starved from only eating the small bag of airplane pretzels. “It smells incredible in here.”

“I made chocolate chip cookies. Mom’s recipe. I was missing her today.”

“I’m so sorry for your loss.”

She gave me a sad smile, leading me through the clean and cozy living room and into the breakfast nook off the kitchen. “Some days it doesn’t feel like it’s real. That I’ll call her and she’ll pick up the phone.”

“Were you close?” I asked as she waved me into a chair.

“We were. Growing up, it was just the two of us. She was my best friend. We had our struggles when I was a teenager, normal mom-daughter fights. But she was always there for me. She always put me first.”

“Sounds like a great mom.”

Her eyes welled with tears. “Why would he do this to her?”

He meaning Draven. Genevieve thought Draven had killed her mother. Dash had planted enough doubts in my mind that I’d been operating under the possibility he was innocent.

But as far as the world was concerned, as far as Genevieve knew, Draven Slater was Amina’s murderer.

“I don’t know. I wish things were different.”

“Me too.” She pushed away from the table in a flurry, going to the kitchen and getting two glasses from a hickory cupboard. Then she filled them both with milk from the fridge and brought them to the table. Next came a heaping plate of freshly baked cookies. “I’m grief eating. If you leave here and this plate has any cookies left, I’ll be disappointed in both of us.”

I laughed, taking a cookie. “We can’t have that.”

The first cookie was inhaled, followed quickly by a second. After the third, we each gulped some milk, then looked at one another and smiled.

Maybe she seemed familiar because she was so welcoming. So friendly. She’d brought me into her home, shared a piece of her mother and trusted me to take care of it. Naïve? Yes, slightly. Or she wasn’t jaded to the world. She didn’t expect people to lie, cheat and steal.

I envied her.

“God, these are good.” I took a fourth cookie.

“Right? I don’t know where she got this recipe but it’s the only one I’ll ever use.”

“I might have to steal it from you.”

“If I give it to you, will you put it in your story? I think Mom would have liked sharing that one with the world.”

My hand went to my heart. “It would be my pleasure.”

Genevieve’s eyes drifted past my shoulder, staring blankly into her living room behind us. “Mom and I didn’t get to see each other much. Not after she took that job in Bozeman and moved to Montana.”

“Did you grow up in Denver?”

“I did. We lived about five miles from here. I went to the high school you probably passed on your way in.”

A sprawling red brick building five times the size of my high school. “Is that why she moved to Bozeman? Her job?”

“Yeah. Mom worked for a plumbing supply company. They were expanding and started an office in Bozeman. She volunteered to go. But you probably already knew all of that.”

“Only the name.” The internet could tell me all about the company, its branch offices and its products. But it didn’t tell me about Amina. The internet couldn’t tell me about the person she’d been. “Was she good at her job?”

“She was,” Genevieve said with pride. “She worked for that company from the beginning and they really loved her. It was like a family. I knew all her coworkers growing up. A few of them would hire me in the summers to mow their lawns. They all came to my college graduation.” Her voice hitched. “Her boss helped me plan her funeral.”

My heart squeezed. I couldn’t imagine having to plan my mother’s funeral. “Sounds like she was the type of person who made close, lifetime friendships.”

“She loved. People were drawn to her for it. It was hard being a single mom. My grandparents passed before I was born so she did it all by herself. She never complained. She never treated me like a burden. She just built this life for us. A happy one.”

Genevieve dropped her chin, sniffling. I stayed quiet, the emotion clogging my throat, as she wiped her eyes dry. When she looked up, she forced a smile.

“I should have called,” I said. “I’m sorry. I’m here, surprising you. I should have called first.” Goddamn it. Draven had been right about that, hadn’t he?

I’d let the weeks of silence from Dash irritate me. And now I was here bothering a young woman who’d lost the most important person in her life.

“No, I’m glad you’re here.” Genevieve took another cookie. “I haven’t talked about Mom in a couple of weeks. It was a flurry after she was . . . you know. Everyone was so shocked and I was so busy getting her memorial arranged. People talked about her then. But after it was over, it got quiet. People went back to their lives.”

“And you’re here.”

“I’m here. Heartbroken.” She took a bite and chewed it with a quivering chin. “But it’s nice to talk about how wonderful she was. And not about how she died. The only person who’s talked to me about her this week is the prosecutor in Clifton Forge and that’s only because I want to keep tabs on the trial.”

“It’s not scheduled yet.”

“I know. I want him locked up. I want him off the streets and away from the world. Maybe then I can forget. I get so angry and . . .” As she trailed off, her free hand fisted on the table, her knuckles white. “I want to see her grave. Did you know we buried Mom in Montana?”

“Um, no. I didn’t.” I hadn’t kept up on Amina’s funeral arrangements. The obituary I’d included in the paper had been vague on the topic, stating the family was having private services in Denver. I’d assumed those services had included the burial.

“She wanted to be buried in Clifton Forge. Let me tell you, that was a shock to learn from her will. But I think she wanted to be by her parents again.”

“So you were in Clifton Forge?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I couldn’t go. I wasn’t ready to face it yet. I went to Montana to pack up her personal items and get her house on the market. But that was as close as I could get. I wasn’t ready to be in that town where she was . . . you know. But I’m going there next week.”

“You’re coming to Clifton Forge?” My eyes widened.

She nodded. “I want to see it for myself. The funeral home sent me a picture of her gravesite and the mockup of her tombstone but it’s not the same. So I’m making a fast trip out of it next Sunday. Get in and get out. I don’t want to risk running into him.”

Yes, seeing Draven would be bad. “If you need company, I’d be happy to go with you.”

“Thanks, Bryce.” She looked at me with her kind, brown eyes and that pang of familiarity hit again. “I might take you up on that.”

“Please do.” In our short time together, I’d become strangely loyal to Genevieve. If I could help by standing at her side while she visited her mother’s grave, I would.

Not for my story. For this woman who already felt like a friend.

I’d meant what I’d told Genevieve. I’d write something special for Amina. I’d include the cookie recipe. Maybe that would appease some guilt for unexpectedly showing up at her doorstep.

Genevieve took her empty glass to the sink to rinse it out. I stood and brought mine over too, handing it to her. “Can I ask you another question?”

“Sure.” She laughed. “For a reporter, you haven’t asked many.”

“I was just warming up.” I winked. “Did your mom have anyone else she was close to? A best friend? Or a boyfriend? Others who’d want to talk about her for the story.”

She blew out a long breath. “Mom was dating a guy. Lee.”

I froze, ready to soak up every word about the boyfriend. “Lee.”

“Lee.” She said his name with a curled lip. “In all my life, Mom didn’t date. Not once. But she was different lately. Quieter. And I can’t help but think it was because of him.”

“Were they serious?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s the crazy part. She acted differently but never talked about him. The only reason I even knew about him was because I flew to Bozeman to surprise her one weekend and she had to call Lee and cancel plans. Whenever I’d ask about him, she’d brush it off. Say it was casual. But if you knew Mom, you’d know nothing about her was casual. She held people tight. Her friendships lasted decades.”

“So you didn’t know him?”

She shook her head. “No, we never met. I didn’t even know his last name.”

And there went my lead. “Maybe she was worried you wouldn’t like him.”

“Yeah. That’s what I think too. It was weird for me, her having another person in her life. Mom was good at sensing when I was uncomfortable. I just couldn’t picture her with a boyfriend.” She looked over her shoulder from the sink. The light from the window caught in her eyes, making them glow.

Gah! What was it about her eyes?

“What else can you tell me about her?” I asked. “Something nice you’d like to have other people know.”

“Her smile was always full on. All wide, white teeth. It was like she didn’t know how to give a half smile.” The pain in Genevieve’s smile came back along with a sheen of tears. “She was beautiful.”

“I’d be honored to write that about her. Do you have any pictures? I’d love to include some of your favorites.”

“I’d like that.”

For the next hour, I sat beside Genevieve on her couch as she went through plastic tubs of old pictures and mementos from her childhood. They’d all been at Amina’s house, and though she’d packed them up and brought them to Colorado, she confessed to not having the courage to have gone through them yet.

“Thanks for sitting with me.” She fit the lid on the last box. “I’m sure this was more crazy than you were expecting when you came here. Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” I put my hand over hers. “I’m glad I could be here.”

The truth was, the longer I sat with Genevieve, the more I liked her. She told story after story about her mother as we looked at old pictures. Ones from road trips the two of them had taken. Photos of a few special camping trips in the Colorado mountains.

Genevieve had told me about how Amina would always give a few dollars to a homeless man begging on a corner, even though as a single mother, she hadn’t had much extra to spare. She’d taught Genevieve to be strong, never quit and to live an honest life.

After hearing it all, I knew my accusations in the garage that Amina could have been in on the setup with Draven were off base. Amina hadn’t been a deceiver.

And she’d raised a lovely daughter.

In every photo, Amina’s bright, smiling face was present. When she stood by her daughter, the two were always touching—a hand hold, an arm over the shoulder, one leaning on the other. Their bond was special and seeing it through the pictures made me more determined to tell Amina’s story.

For mother.

And daughter.

Amina deserved to be remembered for more than her death.

“This was actually perfect,” I told Genevieve. “I feel like I know your mom now. I hope my story can do her memory justice. May I ask one more question, off the record?”

“Sure.” She pivoted on the couch, giving me her attention.

“In all these photos, it was mostly just the two of you.” Even as a baby, the photos had been of only Amina and Genevieve. There’d been the occasional friend or neighbor included, but the vast majority of the photos were of mother and daughter. “What about your father?”

“Mom never talked about him. Never.” Her shoulders fell. “I’d ask. She’d say he was a nice man but not a part of my life. She always said he was a mistake but that he gave her the best gift in the world. And you know, I didn’t push. I was good with that answer because I had her. She was enough.”

“I can see that.”

“Except now that she’s gone, I wish I knew who he was. If he’s even still alive. It would be nice to know if I had another parent out there.”

My gut was screaming that Amina’s secrecy about her daughter’s lineage and the secret boyfriend were not a coincidence. Could this mystery boyfriend be Genevieve’s father?

“Did she ever tell you his name?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No.”

If Genevieve’s father was the boyfriend, it would explain everything. Why Amina didn’t want Genevieve to meet Lee. Why she hid him from everyone. Because she wasn’t ready to introduce father and daughter.

My mind was racing, wondering how this man fit into the picture. Was he the killer? Would he try and contact Genevieve now? Did he even know he had a daughter?

More questions flew through my mind when Genevieve destroyed my theories with a single sentence. “Mom didn’t tell me his name, only that people called him Prez.”

Prez. Where had I heard that name before? No, not a name. A nickname.

Prez.

My racing mind screeched to a halt.

We’re with you, Prez.

In our meeting in the garage, Emmett had said that to Draven. He’d called Draven Prez.

I looked at Genevieve, focusing on her eyes. I knew those eyes. Like Draven had given his brown hair to his son.

He’d given those brown eyes to his daughter.


Chapter Seventeen


Dash

“Another one, Dash?”

I swirled the last swallow of beer around the bottom of my pint glass. “Yeah. Thanks, Paul.”

As he went to get my Guinness—dark, like my mood—I looked around the crowded bar. It was a busy night at The Betsy with locals out enjoying a hot summer Saturday night. People bumped into each other as they milled around the room and shouted out conversations over the loud music. Emmett and Leo were at the pool table. They each had a woman hanging off their elbow.

Emmett caught my eye and motioned me over to play. There was a third woman roaming by the pool table who’d been eye-fucking me all night.

I shook my head and faced forward, staring at the wall of liquor bottles across from me as Paul set down my fresh beer. One gulp and it was half gone because drunk was good. The only way I was going to enjoy tonight was if I got hammered.

Goddamn it, Bryce. This was her fault. She’d ruined Saturdays for me.

She’d been on my mind often over the past couple of weeks. At the garage, I’d be working on an oil change and wonder what she was doing. I’d fall asleep at night, missing the touch of her skin. I came to town early on Sundays and Wednesdays to grab a paper from the grocery store the minute they opened.

Her articles were the only ones I read. Each time, I expected to see something about me, Dad or the Gypsies on the front page, but I guess we weren’t big news anymore. Still, I’d read every word she’d written, needing that connection.

Last night, I’d been so hungry after work, I’d almost gone to her house. I’d been tempted to wait on her porch until she got home. Flash her a smile and beg her to cook me dinner. Except we’d ended things, so I’d gone home to peanut butter and jelly instead.

I’d forget about her soon enough, right? It was better for us to go our separate ways.

Or it should have been.

Until she’d ruined Saturdays. Until she’d ruined The Betsy.

The only comfortable stool in the bar was this stool, the same one she’d been on the day I’d found her here. The Betsy was normally a place I’d come to hang out with other people. Be social. Only everyone here irritated me. They weren’t as much fun to talk to as I’d remembered, not when compared to talking with Bryce. And there wasn’t a woman in the room who held any allure.

I chugged the rest of my beer and waved at Paul for a refill. One swift nod and thirty seconds later, I had a fresh Guinness. His fast service almost made up for the fact that I’d caught him eyeing Bryce’s tits.

“What are you doing over here?” Leo slapped his hand over my shoulder, pushing himself between me and the guy sitting on my right. He turned backward, a smile on his face as he scanned the bar. He winked at a woman walking by. Gave a table in the corner a chin jerk.

That used to be me. The king of this bar. This was my happy place.

Then Bryce ruined it all with her sexy smile and shiny hair. She’d ruined me.

I slugged down my entire beer with three huge gulps and let out a burp. “Paul.” I smacked my hand on the bar. “Whiskey this time.”

“You’re in a shit mood,” Leo muttered. “Come on over and play a game. I’ll let you beat me.”

“Pass.”

“Brother.” Leo angled his shoulder into me to speak low. “Cheer up. Take home the blond in the corner. She’ll make you feel better. Or at least let her suck you off in the bathroom.”

“Not interested.” The only woman whose lips belonged wrapped around my cock was a beautiful reporter.

“I give up on you.” Leo frowned, then waved Paul over. “Don’t cut him off. I’ll make sure he gets home.”

The beer was going right to my head, thank fuck, and I nodded to Leo. “Thanks.”

“Hey, Dash.” A delicate hand slid up my thigh and I spun away from Leo to see the blond who’d been in the corner. “How’s it going? Haven’t seen you around for a couple weeks.”

“It’s good.” I dropped a hand over hers before it could reach my zipper. “You?”

The blond didn’t get a chance to answer.

A hand fisted the back of my T-shirt, pulling it tight across my neck. Before I could turn and see who it was, that hand gave a hard yank and I flew backward off the stool. If not for Leo’s quick reflexes, I’d be sprawled on my ass on the dirty bar floor.

I found my balance, righting myself, and stood to face the person who was about to get his ass kicked. But the face I met was not one I’d be punching. “Bryce, what—”

“Goddamn you.” Her hands slammed into my chest, shoving me back against the stool.

Leo kept his grip on my arm so I wouldn’t fall. Or maybe he’d thought I’d go after her.

I wasn’t a fan of being pushed around, but damn, I was glad to see her. Bryce’s face was full of rage, her cheeks red and eyes blazing. She was a furious knockout.

Surging forward, I ignored the anger rolling off her in waves and wrapped my arms around her, crushing her to my chest.

“Get your damn hands off me.” She pushed and squirmed, trying to break free.

But I held her tighter, burying my nose in her hair. It smelled like sugar, overpowering the stale beer on the floor and secondhand smoke wafting in from the front door.

“Dash,” she snapped, the sound muffled in my chest. “Let me go, you asshole.”

“Miss me?” I chuckled. The smile on my face hurt from not using it lately. “I gotta say, babe, I really like that you’re jealous.”

“Jealous?” She froze in my arms. “You think I care about the blond? Fuck her brains out for all I care.”

“Huh?” I let her go. “Fuck her brains out?”

I’d given her just enough space for her to wind up and slap me across the face. Smack.

What the fuck was happening right now?

“You’re a lying bastard,” she seethed. “You might have fooled me twice but it will never happen again. I’m not playing your game anymore. No matter what it takes, I’m going to do everything in my power to bring you all to your knees.” With that, she spun and stormed out of the bar.

I blinked twice, dazed as the eyes around the room all landed on me. Bringing a hand up, I rubbed at the cheek she’d likely turned red. Then I looked over my shoulder at Leo. “Did that just happen?”

“Damn.” He was staring at the door, a huge grin spread over his face. “She’s a firecracker, that one. If you don’t marry her, I will.”

“Go to hell.” I flipped him off, then bolted for the door. “Bryce!”

The parking lot was packed. There were cars and bikes everywhere. And no sign of Bryce, until the flash of headlights caught my eye in the distance.

I took off, sprinting for the one and only exit from the lot. It wasn’t easy after the beer, but I pushed my legs hard, my boots pounding on the cracked asphalt. I made it just in time to stand in the middle of the road as Bryce’s Audi came skidding to a halt inches from my knees.

She rolled down her window. “Move.”

“No.” I planted both hands on the hood. “What was that about?”

“Seriously? Don’t play dumb.”

“Help me out here, babe. I’m drunk. You came in there and I was just so happy to see you. Then you tossed out a bunch of shit that made my head spin. I just did a dead sprint and I’m pretty sure my heart might explode. If I collapse, don’t run me over.”

“This isn’t a joke!” she screamed. Her frustration filled the night air. When she swiped at a tear, my heart clenched. “You lied to me. Again. And I fucking fell for it.”

My stomach knotted. Something bad had happened. Something serious. And I hadn’t a clue what it could be other than the yearbook picture. But that wasn’t a big enough deal for this reaction, was it?

“Come out and talk to me.” I held up my hands, retreating from the car. “Please.”

She kept her hands on the wheel, her eyes drifting to her rearview mirror. Ten seconds passed and I was certain she was debating running me over. But finally, she dropped her chin and put the car in park.

She stepped out, wearing a pair of tight jeans and heels. Her gray blouse was wrinkled, like she’d slept in it or been wearing it since dawn.

I stayed back as she leaned on the car, crossing her arms. “Why did you lie?”

“I didn’t lie to you.” Unless. Shit. The yearbook photo. Had Bryce figured out that Mom and Amina had been best friends?

“There’s another one right there.” She rolled her eyes. “Drop the act.”

“Woman, what are you on?”

“She looks like you. It took me a minute to figure it out, but you have the same hair and the same nose.”

“Who?” How many drinks had Paul given me? Because she wasn’t making any sense. Was she talking about Mom? I didn’t have Mom’s hair. I had Dad’s. “Who are you talking about?”

“Your sister.”

My sister? “I don’t have a sister.”

“This is a waste of time.” She spun away from the car, going for the handle. “All I’m going to get are more lies.”

With a burst of speed, I ran to her side, trapping her against the car before she could open the door. Any buzz I’d had inside was gone. The truth in her voice sobered me right up.

What the hell had she found?

“I don’t have a sister,” I repeated.

She twisted and I let her have enough room to turn. Her face was hard, pure stone one second. Then the anger disappeared. It fell away as her eyes got wide and a hand came up to her mouth. “Oh my God,” she whispered. “You didn’t know.”

“Know what?” I demanded. “What did you do?”

She gulped. “I went to see Amina’s daughter in Denver. I flew out this morning and just got back. I talked to her for hours. About her mom and her childhood. And . . .”

“Keep going,” I growled when she paused.

“I asked about her father, but she didn’t know anything about him. All Amina had told her was that he was called Prez. I think . . . I’m fairly certain that Draven is her father. She’s your sister.”

No. I staggered away, shaking my head. “No. It’s not possible.”

“Maybe that was why Amina came here to meet with Draven. To discuss their daughter. It makes sense.”

“No way. If I had a sister, I’d know.” I balled my hands into fists, pacing in front of her. Could I have a sister? Dad had been a different man after Mom had died. Maybe he’d gotten Amina knocked up sometime after the funeral.

“How old is she?”

“Twenty-six.”

All the air escaped my lungs and I couldn’t breathe. Dropping my hands to my knees, I struggled to stay off the ground. Mom had died when I was twelve. I’d been a middle-school kid riding home in my older brother’s car to find my mother dead. To find her blood soaking the front sidewalk next to a plastic tray of yellow flowers.

If this sister was twenty-six, then she was nine years younger than me. Three years old when my mother had been ripped away from us. Three.

“No. Impossible.” Mom and Dad were hopelessly in love. Always. I couldn’t remember a time that they’d fought. I couldn’t remember a night when Dad had slept on the couch because he’d pissed her off.

“Dash, she could—”

“No!” I roared. “Dad wouldn’t have cheated on Mom. It’s. Fucking. Impossible.”

Bryce kept her mouth shut, but there was judgment in her eyes. She was sure Dad was a murdering cheat. And I’d defend him to the end.

“Get in the car.” I walked around the front of her car, ripping the passenger door open. When Bryce didn’t move, I bellowed across the roof, “Get in the car!”

Her body jerked into action. She spun around, getting in and strapping on her seat belt. I climbed in too, not bothering with a belt.

“Drive.”

She nodded, putting the car in gear. But before she let off the brake, she looked at me. “I’m sorry. I thought you knew.”

“There’s nothing to know.” I stared out the window, my hands gripping my thighs. Every ounce of my willpower went to not putting my fist through the glass.

Bryce’s hand stretched across the console. “Dash—”

“Don’t. Touch. Me.”

Her hand snapped back to the wheel.

I didn’t want comfort. I didn’t want the smooth heat of her skin on mine. I didn’t want to believe a word that had come out of her mouth.

She was wrong. She was dead wrong. And I’d prove it to her. Tonight.

“Drive,” I ordered again.

“Where?”

“Right.”

Bryce silently followed my one-word directions through town until we turned onto the quiet street of my childhood. I pointed to the curb in front of Dad’s house and she pulled over. Without a word, we got out of the car and she trailed behind me to the side door.

Five punishing knocks and a light flipped on inside.

Dad made his way to the door to unlock it. “Dash?”

I pushed past him inside, marching into the kitchen.

Mom’s kitchen.

The one where she’d cooked us meals every day. Where she’d packed our lunches into aluminum boxes with cartoons on the front and filled our thermoses with chocolate milk. Where she’d kissed Dad every evening and asked him about his day.

Impossible. Dad had loved Mom with every ounce of his being. He’d never cheat on her. Bryce was wrong and I wanted her to stand witness, to hear the truth in his voice when he denied having a daughter.

Dad came into the kitchen, his eyes squinting as they adjusted to the light. He was shirtless, wearing only a pair of plaid pajama pants.

Bryce slipped in behind him, choosing to stand against the refrigerator. If she was scared, she didn’t show it. If she was doubting herself, she didn’t show that either.

Fuck her. She didn’t know. She didn’t know that I’d grown up with two people who loved one another more than life. That Dad had almost died of a broken heart when Mom had been killed.

“What’s going on?” Dad asked.

“I want the truth.” My chest heaved and I fought to keep my voice steady. “And you’re going to give it to me.”

He stood motionless. Calm. “The truth about what, son?”

“Bryce went to see Amina’s daughter.”

Dad’s eyes closed and his chin dropped.

No.

Dad always hung his head whenever he disappointed his sons.

“It’s true then? She’s your daughter?” A slight nod and I flew across the room, my fist colliding with his cheek. A crack filled the kitchen and Bryce let out a small scream as she jumped. “You’re dead to me.”

Without another word, I marched out of the room. The walls were closing in on me. I flew through the mudroom and burst outside, gasping for breath in the night air.

A hand, gentle and light, landed on my spine. “I’m sorry.”

“She loved him. And he . . .” My throat closed on the words. I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t believe Dad had cheated on Mom.

My mother had put up with so much shit from him. And it had cost her her life. Meanwhile, the man I’d loved, the man I’d looked up to, had gotten her best friend from high school pregnant.

Mom and Amina’s fallout made sense now. They hadn’t drifted apart. Did Mom know? Or had Dad kept Amina and his daughter from all of us?

“Fuck.” I stood and walked to Bryce’s car, her footsteps echoing behind.

Inside her car, she didn’t utter a word as she drove away.

I dropped my head, shoving my hands in my hair. “I have to tell Nick.”

After years, my brother and Dad finally had a decent relationship. One phone call and I’d destroy it all over again.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Bryce chanted over the steering wheel. Her eyes were glued to the road ahead. “I thought you knew. I thought you were lying to me and covering up for your dad. I would have handled it differently. I should have handled it differently.”

“You’re not the one who cheated on his wife and just lost the respect of his son.”

Her shoulders fell. “I’m still sorry.”

“Not your fault.” My hand drifted to her shoulder and she tensed. Shit. Was she scared of me? I was angry, but not at her. “Sorry. For earlier.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Bryce relaxed. “I always figured you had a temper. And I’m a big girl. I can handle a man yelling at me. Just don’t make it a habit.”

“I won’t.” I didn’t want Bryce to ever fear me. I watched the road as she drove toward The Betsy, but when we got there, she didn’t slow. She blew right past the bar. “Where are we going?”

Bryce gave me a small smile as she turned into the parking lot of Stockyard’s, a bar two blocks down from The Betsy known for its greasy food. “Are you hungry? I’m starving. All I had for lunch were cookies.”


Chapter Eighteen


Bryce

“I like it here.” Dash looked around the dim bar, holding a huge cheeseburger in his hands. “I haven’t been here in ages. It’s so much quieter than The Betsy. Food’s damn good too.”

“So good.” I took another enormous bite of my burger and moaned.

My parents loved Stockyard’s. It was more their speed than a seedy ruckus bar like The Betsy. It catered to the low-key crowd in Clifton Forge with its subtle music and an abundance of tables for people to sit and visit. It was no surprise that, at nearly midnight, the place was mostly empty.

I figured the only reason they stayed open late was because it was the only place in town to serve food this late. They’d probably get a rush from The Betsy soon, drunks looking for a heavy meal to combat the alcohol. And then, of course, they were open to serve the poker players at the table along the back. Seven men sat hunched over their chips as a young redhead with a pretty smile dealt their cards.

Dash’s back was to them, but every ten minutes, he’d glance over his shoulder, throwing a glare across the distance of the room.

“Not a fan of poker?” I asked after another one of his scowls.

“The one in the gray hoodie is Presley’s fiancé, Jeremiah.” He frowned. “She’s probably sittin’ at home alone while he’s here losing money and getting loaded. Guy’s a tool but she puts up with his shit.”

“And I’m guessing she doesn’t like it when you express that opinion.”

“Not much.” He shook his head. “We’ve all tried to talk to her but it always ends in a fight. So now we keep quiet. At least, we will until they actually decide to get married. Then we’ll all gang up on her.”

“An intervention?” I laughed. “Good luck with that. You’ll have to tell me how it goes.”

From my brief encounter with Presley at the garage, I imagined she was the type who’d make up her own mind. Telling her no would probably work about as well as it did on me.

Dash and I didn’t speak as we finished our meals. Since we’d come in and ordered, neither of us had spoken about what had happened at Draven’s house. But with every bite swallowed, it was coming. What had happened couldn’t be ignored forever.

With rumpled and grease-stained napkins tossed over the few remaining french fries on our plates, Dash’s gaze met mine. “So . . .”

“So. Want to talk about it?”

He ran a hand over the stubble of his jaw. “Can’t believe he’d do that to Mom. She was amazing. This carefree, loving woman. She didn’t deserve a cheating husband. God, I hope she never knew. That she died thinking he was faithful.”

“Can I ask how she died?”

“She was killed outside the house.” He leaned his elbows on the table, speaking in a low voice full of pain. “We found her, me and Nick.”

My hand came to my sternum. It was unimaginable. Heartbreaking. I wanted to hold Dash, but for now, I settled for a whispered, “I’m sorry.”

“Nick was sixteen and had a car. I begged him to give me a ride home from school that day so I didn’t have to ride the bus. He was pissed because there was this girl he was chasing and she wanted him to drive her around. But he took me home instead. He always put me first, our family first. Even as a teenager. We got home and saw Mom lying on her side on the sidewalk. She’d been gardening, wearing the gloves I bought her for Mother’s Day.”

I put my hand over Dash’s, holding tight.

He turned his over, threading his fingers with mine. “There was another club in Montana who’d been causing the Gypsies some trouble. They were called the Travelers. Dad and the club had plenty of petty beefs with them over the years, but it had been nothing too serious. Nothing dangerous. Then Dad and the club got aggressive about expanding. They took on more drug routes to up the club’s income, even poached some from other clubs. The Travelers didn’t like losing and made some threats. Dad dismissed them, not taking them seriously. Until they took it further.”

“They came after your mom.”

He nodded. “Drove up to our home. Shot her in the back of the head while she was planting yellow flowers. You couldn’t even recognize her face. The bullet just tore through her.”

My hand tightened around his and I closed my eyes. The cheeseburger wasn’t sitting well, not when I imagined myself in Dash’s shoes. Finding your mother’s dead body was a horror no child should have to see.

“Dash, I’m . . . I’m so sorry.”

“Me too.” He stayed quiet for a few minutes, his eyes on the table. Even when the bartender came by to take our plates and refill our waters, he didn’t move. He just held my hand until it was the two of us alone. “Dad and the Gypsies killed all of their members. Every last one.”

I opened my mouth to respond but I didn’t have the words. It was hard to fathom that kind of murder and violence. Hard to see Dash in that life. And at the same time, I was glad he, Nick and even Draven, had gotten their vengeance. It wasn’t black and white, this world he’d pulled me into. There wasn’t a clear-cut line between right and wrong, not like I’d believed before.

He looked up from the table and adjusted his grip on my hand, wrapping it up completely. “We aren’t good men, Bryce.”

“Maybe. But you’re a good man to me.”

“You sure about that? I got you thrown in jail. Haven’t always treated you right. Yelled at you tonight.”

I locked my eyes with his. “I’m sure.”

Dash loved the people in his life. He was loyal and kind. He enjoyed pushing my buttons, but he’d never once pushed too hard. When he had crossed a line, they’d all been forgivable acts. And an apology hadn’t been long to follow.

Even the whole jail thing.

Because had our roles been reversed, I probably would have done the same to him. I wouldn’t admit it anytime soon, but I’d pardoned him for it all.

After paying the check, Dash and I made our way out into the dark night.

“Where to?” I asked as we walked to my car.

“Mind if I crash at your place?”

I fished the keys from my purse. “I’m punching you in the ribs if you snore.”

He chuckled. “I don’t snore.”

*     *     *

My alarm blared me awake at four in the morning. I scurried to shut it off and not wake Dash.

The man was sprawled on his stomach, his face turned away from me. But his hand was on the small of my back. His thumb moved, rubbing a tiny circle. “It’s early.”

“I have to go to the paper and make sure everything gets out for delivery,” I said, sliding out of bed.

Dad was probably already at the newspaper, bright-eyed and smiling. I was anxious to join him. Sunday and Wednesday mornings were the two days I didn’t want to linger in bed.

Though today, with Dash here, I was tempted.

I took an efficient shower and swiped on the minimum makeup to hide the dark circles under my eyes. Staying up past midnight on a Saturday wasn’t something I’d normally do. But last night had been an exception. To a lot of things.

Dressed in a pair of jeans, tennis shoes and a T-shirt, I walked toward the bedroom door, ready for coffee, but hesitated when I glimpsed Dash. Should I say goodbye? Or just leave?

He was probably asleep. Not snoring now that I was on my way out.

“Bryce.”

“Yeah?” I whispered.

“Come here.”

I tiptoed around the bed, bending low. “What?”

“Kiss,” he ordered with his eyes closed. Those dark lashes were lying perfectly on his cheek.

I smiled, putting my hand on his forehead to push his mussed hair away before dropping my lips to his temple. “Bye.”

It was impossible to keep the smile off my face as I drove to the newspaper. Even with only a few hours of sleep, I was rested and fresh.

Dash and I had fallen into my bed last night, emotionally exhausted and full. He hadn’t made a move for sex. Neither of us had. He’d slept in his boxers. I’d pulled on a tank top and shorts. Then, with his hand slipped underneath the hem of my shirt, we’d fallen asleep.

His palm had stayed warm on my skin all night.

He’d probably be gone when I returned home. Dash had been hit by an emotional steamroller last night and needed time to work it all out. I only hoped he knew he could turn to me if he needed a sympathetic ear.

Last night, things had moved way past my story. This wasn’t about me anymore. Or Amina Daylee. Or Genevieve. Or even Draven. This was about Dash.

My feelings for him could no longer be ignored. When Dad asked me for a story on the Tin Gypsies, I’d tell him a lie. There wasn’t one worth printing.

A story wasn’t worth breaking Dash’s heart. He’d had enough of that in his life. He wouldn’t get more from me.

Coming through the rear entrance to the pressroom, I found Dad standing by the Goss. “Hi, Dad.”

“How’s my girl?” he asked as I kissed his cheek.

“Good. How’s it looking?”

He handed over the sample paper in his hands. “We’re about done. I’ve got one last run here. BK is working on the bundles.”

Scanning the front page, I smiled at the last of Willy’s articles about the railroad travelers. People had loved his segment, me included.

“It couldn’t have turned out better,” I told Dad. “I’ll go help out BK.”

After an hour of bundling papers and organizing them into stacks, we greeted the delivery drivers in the loading dock. Five parents with their five kids pulled into the parking lot about the same time. They’d be driving papers through town and the surrounding areas this morning.

Most of our subscribers would have their news before seven.

“What are you up to for the rest of the day?” Dad asked as he shut off a row of lights in the pressroom. BK had left already, making a few of his own deliveries before going home.

“Not much. I need to do laundry,” I grumbled. “What about you?”

“A nap. Then your mom wants to go out to Stockyard’s for dinner. You’re welcome to come along.”

“Thanks. We’ll see.” Which we both knew meant no.

I was cheeseburgered out. The thought of another made my stomach roll. The coffee I’d guzzled while bundling papers wasn’t sitting well either, probably from all the heavy food right before bed.

When I got home, I was going to make myself a piece of dry toast and hoped that it would soak up some of the residual grease.

“I have a couple new story ideas I want to run by you. Will you be in tomorrow?”

“Of course. By eight at the latest. We can talk about them then.” He hugged me and I waved as I walked for the door. “Bryce.”

“Yeah?” I turned.

“You’ve been quiet about the Tin Gypsies. Did you really give that up?”

“Turns out, there isn’t much to tell.” It was a relief. Dad wouldn’t pressure me to write the story, but by telling him I was letting it go, it gave me permission to do just that.

“All right. And the murder investigation? Has Marcus released anything new?”

“Not lately. I doubt there will be much until the trial. I’d like to do a memorial piece about Amina Daylee, but I think it’s too soon after the murder.” Too much was up in the air. “I’d like to give it some time.”

“Okay. Then I guess we’ll print happy news for a while. Not a bad thing.”

I smiled. “No, it’s not.”

“See you tomorrow.”

“Bye, Dad.” I waved again, then emerged outside, savoring the heat from the morning sun on my face. It was a strange time for a nap, but as I drove home, a wave of exhaustion crashed into me hard and I knew the second I made it home, I was going back to bed.

Toast would have to wait until I was fully awake.

With my car parked in the garage, I walked into the house, half asleep.

“Ahh!” I screamed. I clutched my heart, hoping it would stop trying to break free. “What are you doing?”

Dash dropped the towel he’d folded on top of the stack of others. “Laundry.”

“I thought you’d be gone.”

“Took a shower but couldn’t find a towel in the bathroom. So I went searching and got one from a laundry basket. Decided to fold that one. Then I found another. And another.”

“What can I say. I loathe folding laundry.”

He grinned. “Figured that out two baskets ago, baby.”

I walked deeper into the room, plopping down on the arm of the couch as Dash folded another towel. “What are you really doing here? Because it’s not folding my laundry.”

“Hiding.”

“Hiding,” I repeated.

“Yeah.” He picked up the basket, now full of folded clothes, and set it aside. “Can I hide here?”

The vulnerability in his voice twisted my heart. “Of course.”

“Thanks.” Dash came to stand in front of me, his feet bare on the rug, and lifted his hands to frame my face. “Kiss.”

“You’re demanding today.”

He dropped his lips to mine. “You like it.”

As his tongue swept across my lips, the swell of heat in my core proved his point. I opened my mouth, letting him sweep inside. His taste consumed my mouth and my hands reached for his hips, pulling him closer.

He stepped between my legs, using his own to push them wide. Then he leaned down and forced me back on my perch, keeping his grip firm on my face.

Our mouths twisted and turned, battling one another for more. The temperature in the room spiked and I ached to feel my bare skin against his. The weeks since I’d had him inside me had been far too long, and the need to feel him was overwhelming. Panting and searching for more to stoke the fire burning, I gripped at his T-shirt and pulled him on top of me.

He ripped his lips away, grabbing me by the hips and spinning us both, so he was sitting on the couch and I straddled his lap. Dash’s erection, thick and hard beneath his zipper rubbed against my core.

“Off.” I yanked at his shirt, dragging it up his body as he worked the button and zipper free on my jeans.

“Are you wet for me?” He slipped his hand into my panties, finding my slippery folds with his middle finger. A grin spread across his face as I gasped at that finger curving inside.

“Yes,” I moaned, closing my eyes and letting my head lull sideways. “I missed you.”

I’d missed more than just his body, but I kept that thought to myself.

Dash’s lips sucked at my neck, kissing and licking as his free hand tugged at the collar of my tee. “Missed you too.”

He was most definitely talking about sex. But in the corners of my heart, I pretended it was something more.

His hand between my legs tormented, teased, until I was nearly breathless. But I didn’t want to come around his fingers. Digging for the strength in my wobbling knees to stand, I climbed off his lap, shoving my jeans and panties to the floor.

I whipped off my shirt and by the time I looked back at Dash, he’d pulled his own jeans down his hips and his shirt was off. Those ripped abs were bunched and his hand was fisted around his pulsing shaft, a condom in place.

I straddled his waist, taking his face in my hands. “Damn, you’re sexy.”

“I know.” He grinned as I kissed the corner of his mouth.

That arrogance should have been a turnoff, but the man had a mirror. And he knew what he did to me.

Dash positioned himself beneath my entrance, and as I slowly sank down, I sheathed him. The stretch, that incredible fill, sent a shudder down my spine and I nearly orgasmed right then.

“Fuck,” Dash groaned, the cords of his neck straining as I lifted up before sinking down again. “You’ve ruined me.”

The laundry he’d folded tumbled from the couch as we got lost in the frenzy. I rode him hard until my muscles weakened and my pace slowed. Dash took over, smashing our chests together as he repositioned us, me on my back with my legs spread wide. Him between me, powerful and in control.

The sheer masculinity of his arms and legs amazed me as he braced himself, thrusting his hips over and over until I came undone. My orgasm washed over me in hard, long waves until I was limp.

Dash came not long after, pouring himself free as the ridges of his chest and abs flexed. I had definitely gone too long without that view. It was mine. All mine. For just a little bit longer.

“It just gets better,” he panted into my hair as he collapsed on top of me. Then he dropped a swift kiss on my neck and stood, sliding out. “Be right back.”

While he went to deal with the condom, I worked to catch my breath. There was a charged feeling under my skin. An electricity. I’d been so tired when I’d come home, but now I wanted more.

Dash came back into the living room, holding out a hand to help me from the couch. The moment I was on my feet, I reached between us for his cock. Maybe he’d be up for round two.

“Not yet.” He grinned, taking my hand away. “I’m out of condoms.”

“Oh.” My spirits fell. “I don’t have any.”

“I’ll run out and get some later. Like to have my own anyway.”

He liked to have his own? I blinked, unsure I’d heard him correctly. “What exactly does that mean? Because it kind of sounded like you need condoms to use with someone other than me.”

And that was absolutely not going to work.

“What? No, babe.” He took my face in his hands and kissed my forehead. “You’re it. But I watched one of my brothers in the club get a girl pregnant because she’d fucked with the condom. I’ve always made it a habit to provide them myself.”

“I’m not some lying, manipulative—”

“Stop.” He kissed me again. “Know that’s not you. But I still buy the condoms.”

“Fine.” I huffed, stepping out of his hold and walking down the hallway to my bedroom. It hurt that he didn’t trust me enough to provide protection, that I was no different than any other woman he’d slept with.

“Don’t be mad.” Dash caught me in the hall, wrapping me in his arms. “Not saying any of this to hurt you. I just don’t want kids. Don’t see myself as a father. Never have.”

Why was I drawn to such an emotionally unavailable man? This wasn’t the first time I’d been with a man who was terrified of commitment. Why did I seem to find men who thought the idea of a family was a death sentence?

“It’s fine,” I muttered, unable to hide the irritation in my voice. It wasn’t his fault. He was only being honest. The problem wasn’t Dash. It was me. “I’m just tired.”

Emotionally and physically.

He let me go. “Let’s crash for a while.”

And forget this conversation ever happened. What did it matter if he didn’t want kids? We weren’t on that path, so it was best to forget this whole thing. Maybe this was more than just sex. But that didn’t mean we were a couple. I might be his temporary hiding place—that didn’t mean we had a future.

Dash followed me to the bedroom, and I climbed under the sheets, facing away from him. But instead of giving me my space, he took me in his arms, positioned me on his chest and stroked my hair until, bruised hearts and all, we both fell asleep.

*     *     *

We woke hours later as the sun streamed into the room, though neither of us made a move to get up. I stayed draped over his chest as his fingers drew patterns on the small of my back.

“I don’t know how I’m going to tell Nick,” Dash said into my hair.

“About . . .” Genevieve. I left her name unspoken, suspecting it would only irritate him. Dash wasn’t ready to learn about his half sister, wonderful as she was.

“Yeah. About . . . her.” He sighed. “Nick and Dad had this falling out after Mom died. Took years for them to work it out. The shit that happened, with Emmeline almost getting kidnapped, brought them back together. This will destroy them all over again. Dad’ll lose his son and his grandkids this time too. Nick won’t forgive him.”

I lifted up to see his eyes. They were golden in the dim light. Captivating. Sad. “Maybe before you call Nick, you should get the whole story.”

“No.” He frowned. “I can’t talk to Dad.”

“You will have to at some point.” Unless Draven went to prison for killing Amina. Then Dash might be able to avoid his father. But in the end, he’d regret it. “Don’t do it for him. Do it to get answers. And then you can decide what to do about Nick.”

He blew out a long breath. I expected him to take some time to think over my suggestion, but one moment I was sinking on his exhale, and the next I was being toppled to the side as he flew off the bed. “Let’s go.”

“Now?”

“Now. And you’re coming with me.”

“Me? Why? I think it would be better if this was just you and your dad.” I’d already intruded on last night’s kitchen scene.

“You need to be there to stop me if I try to kill him.”

I shot him a glare. “Not funny, Dash.”

“Then . . . will you be there for me?” He held out a hand. “Please?”


Chapter Nineteen


Dash

“Is this the house where you grew up?” Bryce pulled into Dad’s driveway.

It wasn’t really the question she was asking. She wanted to know if this was where Mom had died.

I glanced at the sidewalk. “Yeah.”

“Oh.” She put the car in park. “I thought maybe you would have moved. After . . .”

“No. Dad thought it would show weakness.”

Her mouth fell open. “What?”

“That’s what he told us anyway. But really, I think he stayed because he couldn’t fathom the idea of living somewhere else. He bought this house for Mom a few years after they were married.”

This was the house where they had loved. Where they’d brought Nick and me home from the hospital. Where they’d made our family.

The house was painted a soft green. The trim was maroon and matched the front door. Dad had had it repainted a few years ago because it was starting to chip. He’d told the painters to pick the exact same colors because those were the colors Mom had picked four decades prior.

“She’s in the walls,” I told Bryce. “The floors and rooms and hallways. That’s why he couldn’t leave. It’s not her house. The house is her.”

“He loves her.”

I nodded. “Above anything else, she was precious to him. At least, I thought so. Now . . . I’m not sure.”

Maybe I didn’t know Dad at all. The father I’d admired wouldn’t have cheated on his wife.

Why? It didn’t make sense. When Dad loved Mom so much, why would he take another woman? How could he do that to her?

We sat for a few moments because I couldn’t bring myself to reach for the handle on the door. I was so angry on behalf of my mother, who I missed every damn day.

How could he?

“Dash.” Bryce placed her hand on my knee. “I can hear the questions popping into your mind. Ask him. Get your answers.”

She looked at the house and I followed her gaze. Dad was standing in the front window, watching as I debated whether or not to get out of the car. Even from a distance and through the glass, I could see a gash on his cheek. I’d hit him harder than I’d thought. Made sense because my knuckles were killing me today.

I’d never hit my father before. Never would have dreamed of it.

Or, I had.

I blew out a deep breath. Bryce was right. I had to get some answers. “Let’s go.”

We exited the car in unison, and I took her hand, marching us to the side door. I didn’t knock. We found Dad waiting on the leather couch in the living room.

Without a word, I sat in a chair across from him. Bryce took the other in the room. The pair used to match the couch, but Mom had had them reupholstered a few months before she’d died to a deep green. They were ugly as sin, but the second Dad was ready to get replacements, I was taking these two chairs home.

Dad’s eyes were red rimmed and his skin pale. That gash was a lot worse up close and could probably use a couple of stitches. His salt and pepper hair was a mess, oily and in need of a good shampoo.

While I’d somehow managed to fall asleep in Bryce’s bed last night, Dad looked like he hadn’t slept a wink.

“I want to know why.” I broke the silence, wanting to talk first. This visit wasn’t for Dad; he didn’t deserve to run the show. “I want to know why you did this to her.”

“It was a mistake.” Dad’s voice cracked. “Your mother and Amina were friends. Best friends.”

Bryce stiffened, her face snapping my way. “Did you know that?”

Yes. I stayed quiet. If I told her about that stupid yearbook picture, she’d get pissed and leave. I needed Bryce for this today. Having her here provided a buffer. I’d keep my temper in check with her in the room. I couldn’t risk her finding out and leaving me to deal with Dad alone.

Dad’s gaze held mine. He knew I was lying by omission, but there was no way he’d speak up, not when he knew my white lie was nothing compared to the sins he’d committed.

“Keep going,” I ordered.

“We spent a lot of time together, the three of us. Your mom never left Amina out. She loved Amina.”

That love was apparently one-sided if her best friend had slept with her husband.

“I didn’t know.” Dad hung his head. “I didn’t see it. I think maybe your mom did and that was why she began to put some distance between her and Amina their senior year. But I didn’t see it.”

“See what?” I asked.

“Amina was in love with you,” Bryce guessed.

Dad nodded. “She was my friend. That’s all it ever was for me. I’ve never loved another woman other than Chrissy.”

“Then how could you fuck her friend and get her pregnant?” My fists pounded on my knees.

Bryce’s hand stretched across the space between our chairs, covering one of my fists. Thank fuck, she’d come with me today. I already wanted to leave. But her hand held firm, keeping me in my seat.

“Amina left Clifton Forge after high school. Didn’t think much of it when she and your mom stopped talking for a couple of years. Figured they’d drifted apart. But then Amina called her one random afternoon. Came to visit and spent the weekend in town. They came to party at the clubhouse one night.”

“And that was when—”

“No.” Dad shook his head. “Not then. Amina went back to Denver. But after that first trip, she came back every year. Always in the summer. Always for a weekend. She’d come party at the clubhouse, get drunk, hook up. You boys were young and the clubhouse wasn’t really your mom’s scene anymore. Wasn’t really mine either, truthfully. But Amina was single so we didn’t think much of it.”

The story was progressing, and my skin was crawling. But I kept my jaw screwed shut.

“Chrissy and I hit a rough patch. You and Nick were boys then. My God, we fought. All the time. Every day.”

“When? I don’t remember you ever fighting.”

“She hid it.” He dragged a hand through his hair. “She put a smile on when you both were home because she didn’t want you to know. We’d tolerate one another and then duke it out when you and Nick were asleep. She didn’t like how things were going with the club, we were taking risks and I was keeping stuff from her. It got so bad, she kicked me out.”

“But you always lived here.” I would have remembered if he’d moved out.

“You were only eight. Nick was twelve. We told you both I was going on a run. A long one. And I spent three weeks living at the clubhouse.”

Now that trip, I remembered. Dad had never been gone so long before and Mom was sad. Because she missed him. Guess there was more to it.

“You missed my go-cart race. I was mad at you for being gone because I won and you didn’t see me win.” I scoffed. “But you were in town the whole time.”

“I watched you win that race from behind a pair of binoculars about a hundred yards away.”

“You lied to us.”

He nodded. “Because your mom asked me to.”

“You don’t get to blame anything on her,” I snapped. “Ever.”

Dad held up a hand. “I’m not. This is on me. All of it.”

“So while you were living at the clubhouse, Amina came up for a visit,” Bryce said.

“Yeah. We had a party. The pair of us got drunk and high. Things are hazy but I took her to bed. The next morning, I woke up and knew I’d made a horrible mistake. Told her the same. She started crying and confessed to being in love with me. Amina hated herself for it. She loved Chrissy too.”

Who the fuck cared about Amina? She didn’t get to love Dad. He wasn’t hers to love. And she sure as hell didn’t love Mom, not if she’d fuck her friend’s husband. For the first time, I couldn’t find it in myself to feel sorry that Amina had been stabbed to death.

And I’d never forgive Dad for doing this to Mom.

“I hate you for this.”

Dad let out a dry laugh. “Son, I’ve hated myself for twenty-six years.”

“And Mom? Did she hate you too? Because you came home. You seemed happy. Or was that all bullshit?”

“I came back. Got on my knees and begged your mom to let me come home.”

“She forgave you?” My eyes bulged. “No way.”

Dad’s face paled as his eyes filled with tears.

“You never told her,” Bryce whispered. “She never knew.”

“She never knew.” His voice was hoarse. Thick. “Amina and I both promised to keep it quiet. She knew it would crush Chrissy, so she went home to Denver and didn’t come back. It ate at me. I’d finally decided to confess. To come clean. But then . . .”

“She was murdered.” My voice was flat and lifeless, like my mother’s body alone in her grave.

“I let your mother down in every way possible.” A tear fell down his face. “I’ve wished for years I’d had the courage to tell her about Amina because then she would have left me. She should have left me, then she wouldn’t have been planting flowers that day. But I was a coward, scared to lose her.”

“You lost her anyway.”

Another tear fell, dripping down his cheek and into the beard he’d grown since the arrest. “My silence was the biggest mistake of my life.”

My throat burned and my heart broke. What would have happened if he’d told her the truth? Would Mom still be alive?

“What about your daughter?” Bryce asked. “She doesn’t know about you.”

“Because I didn’t know about her. Not until Amina called me last month and asked me to meet her at the Evergreen Motel.”

I closed my eyes, not wanting to hear any more. But I couldn’t find the strength to stand. So I sat there, thinking of my beautiful mother and how unfair this was. All she’d done was love a selfish, cowardly man. And he’d destroyed her. He’d had a child with another woman.

“We talked about Genevieve that night,” Dad said. “It took me a few hours to get my head wrapped around it, that I had a daughter. And I was furious that she’d kept it from me.”

“But you fucked her?” Again. He’d fucked that bitch again.

He lowered his eyes as I fumed. It was like he’d spit on Mom’s grave.

Bryce’s hand on mine squeezed tight. “Did you do it, Draven? Did you kill her?”

I opened my eyes, locking my gaze on him. It would be so much easier if he said yes. Then he’d rot in a prison cell and I’d never think about my father again.

“No. I didn’t kill her.” It was the truth. “I calmed down and we talked for hours. Amina was sorry about keeping Genevieve away, but she was scared. She knew Chrissy had been killed. She knew being in my life could put her daughter at risk. So she stayed away.”

“Why did she come back now?” Bryce asked.

“She said it was time her daughter knew her father. I think she got word the Gypsies had shut down and waited to make sure it was safe.”

Safe. I surged from my chair and walked to the window. “Has it ever been safe?”

Both of the women who’d loved my father had died violent deaths. He hadn’t stabbed Amina, but he’d killed her all the same. Like he’d killed Mom.

“You deserve to spend the rest of your life in prison,” I said to the glass.

“No question,” Dad replied instantly. “I do.”

No matter how angry I was at him, I wouldn’t let that happen. Not for Dad, but the rest of us. If someone was out to get Draven Slater, there was a very real possibility the rest of us were up next.

Besides, Dad should have to live in this house for the rest of his life. It was the prison of his own making. He could live out his years alone here, surrounded by the ghost of his dead wife. And no judge or jury would ever punish him the way he’d been punishing himself.

“Anything else?” I asked.

“No.”

“Okay.” I turned and walked away from the window, straight out of the room.

Bryce hesitated, but when I didn’t pause, she hurried to catch up.

I was nearly to her car when Dad called my name. It wasn’t from behind at the side door. He’d walked through the front door to stand on the porch.

Dad didn’t utter another word. Instead, he fisted his hands and took the porch steps one at a time.

How long had it been since he’d walked those steps? On the last one, his foot hovered over the cement of the sidewalk, reluctant to put it down. When it landed, his boot was heavy and sluggish.

Slowly, painfully, Dad walked down the path toward the place where Mom had been. The last time I’d seen him on that sidewalk had been the worst day of my life.

Nick had rushed inside to call him. My brother’s screams had been so loud and frantic, they’d carried outside to the street. I’d knelt by Mom’s body, a scared boy crying and begging it to be a nightmare.

Dad had raced home from the garage. When he’d jumped off his bike, he’d come right to Mom, pushing me aside. Then he’d scooped her up into his arms and wailed, his heart broken.

Our lives broken.

The memory snuck up on me. The pain in my chest was unbearable, making my legs weak and my head dizzy. My arm shot out, searching for something to grab.

I found Bryce. She came right to my side, standing straight. She was my rock as Dad took one last step and dropped his head.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered to the ground, then he looked at me. “I’m sorry.”

“You never should have started the club.” Words I never thought I’d say.

I hadn’t blamed the club for Mom’s death. Nick had. But I hadn’t. I’d blamed the man who’d pulled the trigger, the one Dad had promised me had been dealt a cruel, slow death.

Now? Now I wished I’d never been a Tin Gypsy.

“You’re right.” Dad nodded. “I never should have started the club.”

At least it’s gone now.

I let go of Bryce, turning my back on my father for the car.

She didn’t make me wait. She jogged to the driver’s side and got in, reversing out of the driveway and speeding down the street. Dad just stood in the same place on the sidewalk, staring at his feet like he could still see Mom’s body there.

I leaned forward, dropping my head into my hands as I squeezed my eyes shut. My stomach churned. The pressure in my head was overpowering. White spots popped in my vision. The sharp sting in my head was like a dull dagger being pushed slowly into my temple.

Was this a panic attack? Anxiety? I’d never had either, but I was three seconds from puking in Bryce’s car.

“Want me to pull over?” she asked.

“No. Drive.” I swallowed hard. “Keep driving.”

“Okay.” Her hand came to my spine, rubbing up and down before returning it to the wheel.

I focused on the hum of the wheels against the blacktop, breathing deep to fight the emotions. Miles later, when I wasn’t afraid I’d puke or cry or scream, I opened my mouth. “I miss Mom. She was so happy, and damn, she loved us. All of us. Even him.”

Fuck. One tear slipped free and I swiped it away, refusing to let more fall.

“I wish he had told her.”

“Yeah,” I choked out.

“But since he didn’t, I’m glad she never knew about Amina,” Bryce said gently.

Part of me would have liked to see her kick Dad’s ass for it. To leave him and punish him for being unfaithful. But it would have broken her heart. “Me too.”

Bryce drove through town, going nowhere as she turned down one road, then the next. Finally, when I had pulled myself together, I asked, “Would you take me to my bike?”

“Sure. Are you feeling okay to ride?”

“Yeah. I’m not sure what that was. Strange feeling though.”

She gave me a sad smile. “Grief, if I had to guess.”

“Never goes away.”

Bryce drove a few blocks until we were on Central Avenue and headed for The Betsy. “Genevieve didn’t have a last name for Amina’s boyfriend. We’ll have to keep digging to find out who he is. If you even want to.”

“You’re assuming I don’t want Dad to go to prison.”

“I know you don’t,” she said. “You want the truth just as much as I do. Someone killed Amina, and that person deserves to be brought to justice.”

“Agreed.” I wouldn’t let that person threaten my family. Nick and Emmeline. Their kids. Emmett and Leo. Presley. They were the only family that mattered now. “How do you want to go about finding the boyfriend?”

“Genevieve didn’t have any pictures because I doubt Amina ever took them. Apparently, she didn’t talk about him much. All Genevieve knew was his name, Lee.”

“Genevieve.” Her name tasted bitter.

I hated her already.

It wasn’t logical, but emotions were gripping the handlebars today. Genevieve was no sister of mine. She was someone I’d do my best to forget was breathing.

“Yes, that’s her name.” Bryce frowned. “Before you condemn her for the actions of her parents, remember that she just lost her mother too. She’s a sweet person. Kind and genuine.”

“She means nothing.”

“She is your half sister, like it or not. Before this is over, she’s going to learn about Draven. About you. Right now, she thinks he’s responsible for killing her only parent. How do you think she’s going to feel when the man who she thinks murdered her mother is actually her father? Take it easy on Genevieve. She doesn’t deserve your anger. She didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Jesus,” I grumbled. “Do you always have to be so reasonable?”

“Yes.”

I fought a grin. “So now what? The daughter—”

“Genevieve,” she corrected.

“Genevieve is a dead end. What’s next?”

“I don’t know.” She sighed. “Honestly, with everything that’s happened over the last couple of days, I need some time to think. To let it breathe until it comes to me.”

Breathing and time sounded good to me too.

The parking lot at The Betsy was nearly empty when we arrived. My bike was parked beside the building where I’d left it last night. No one who went to The Betsy would dare touch it.

Bryce stayed in her seat as she waited for me to get out of the car. “Bye.”

“Call you later.”

“You don’t have my number.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You sure about that?”

I’d had her phone number memorized since the day she’d come to the garage for a fake oil change. Willy had given it to me when I’d called him. I doubted Bryce knew her employee had once been a frequent guest at our underground fights. He’d always bet on me and I’d made him a lot of money, so there wasn’t much he kept to himself whenever I called.

“Fine. Whatever. Call me later.”

She left me at my bike and I watched her drive away.

I waited a whole five minutes before digging my phone out of my pocket.

“Seriously?” she answered, a smile in her voice. “Do I need to be worried that you’re turning into a clinger?”

Yes. There was no keeping my boundaries with her. She’d stood by me these past twenty-four hours and things were different. From the beginning, everything about her had been different.

“Got a deal for you,” I said, straddling my bike. “I’ll fold the rest of your laundry if you cook me dinner.”

“I’m making breakfast for dinner. I feel like biscuits and gravy.”

My mouth watered. “I could eat breakfast.”

“I’m making the biscuits from scratch. It’s a pain in the ass and makes a mess. Toss in cleanup with the laundry and you can come over at six.”

How was it this woman could make me smile after the afternoon we’d had?

Sorcery.

“I’ll be there.”


Chapter Twenty


Bryce

“Good morning,” I said as I walked into the Clifton Forge Garage. One of the men I’d seen the first day I came here was working on a motorcycle in the first stall.

“Hey there.” He glanced over his shoulder from his crouched position on the floor.

This one wasn’t Emmett. Emmett was the bigger guy with long hair. “You’re Isaiah, right?”

“Yep.” He finished tightening something—a bolt?—with a something tool—a wrench? I’d have to work on my car terms if I was going to hang around here. He put the tool down, then stood. “You’re Bryce.”

“I am. Nice to see you again.” I walked over, my hand outstretched.

“Sorry, I’m greasy.” He held up his hands, making me drop my own. “What can I do for you?”

“I was looking for Dash.”

“Haven’t seen him yet this morning. Still a little early for him to get here.”

It was only seven thirty, but I’d woken Dash up at six. I’d left for the newspaper early to spend some time with Dad. Dash had gone home to shower and change, then I assumed he’d be on his way to work. The garage opened at eight and I didn’t feel like leaving just to come back again.

“Would you mind if I waited?” I asked Isaiah.

“Not at all. Would you mind if I kept working?”

“Go for it.” There was a black stool on wheels a few feet away. I took it, letting Isaiah return to the motorcycle as I took in the space.

For a garage, it was bright and clean. The smell of oil and metal hung in the air, mixing with the crisp morning air flowing in from the open bay door. Car signs were hung on some of the walls, tools on others. It was nearly pristine.

That Mustang was still in its stall. Ever since Dash and I had gone at it like wild animals on that car, I’d kept my nails painted hot-sex red. I smiled to myself, thinking it was my own dirty, little secret that the owner of that car would never know.

“Dash told me that some celebrities get their bikes and cars redone here. Is that a famous person’s motorcycle you’re fixing up?”

“No celebrity.” Isaiah chuckled. “This is mine.”

“Ah. Were you in the club?”

“Nah.” He shook his head. “I just moved here. But this one was cheap so I thought I’d get it. Fix it up.”

That explained why it looked more like a dull mishmash of scrap metal than Dash’s gleaming Harley. Isaiah’s motorcycle had a lot to improve upon if it was going to fit in here.

“Where did you move from?” I asked, but before he could answer, I waved my hand like I was erasing the question. “Sorry. That’s the reporter in me coming out. You’re trying to work and I’m distracting you. Forget I’m here.”

“It’s okay.” He shrugged, still not answering my question as he went back to work.

What was his story? He was handsome. Isaiah had dark hair cut close to his scalp. A strong jaw. If he smiled, I bet he’d be devastating. Except Isaiah never smiled. And there wasn’t much light in his eyes. Had it always been like that? There were so many questions to ask, but I held my tongue. I doubted he’d answer them anyway. Isaiah had this gentle way about shutting people out. It wasn’t rude or combative. But his entire demeanor said he was a closed book.

The rumble of an approaching engine grew louder. I stood from the chair, assuming it was Dash.

“Have a good day, Isaiah.”

“Thanks, Bryce.” He waved. “You too.”

Those eyes made me want to wrap my arms around him and never let go. They were so lonely. So heartbreaking. My heart twisted. Did everyone else know about Isaiah’s past? Did Dash?

In the parking lot, I spotted a black motorcycle, but no Dash. So I walked to the office, finding the wrong Slater.

Damn it. I should have looked more closely at the motorcycle along the fence before coming in here—in my defense, except for Isaiah’s, they all looked alike from behind.

Draven stood in the doorway to what I assumed was his office. He wore a blank expression on his face.

“Uh, sorry.” I took a step backward. “I was—”

“Dash isn’t here.”

“Right.” My choices were to wait here or run back to Isaiah. Easy choice. I was halfway to the door when Draven stopped me.

“Come on in.”

Assuming a polite smile, I walked into his office, taking the chair across from his behind the desk. Next time I came here in the morning, I’d wait until nine.

“So . . .” Draven clicked a pen four times. “You met her.”

“Her?”

“Genevieve.”

“Oh. Yes.”

Draven kept his eyes on the pen. “What’s she like? Is she okay? Healthy and all that?”

Well, shit. He made it hard to dislike him entirely. Especially with the guilt that laced his voice. He wasn’t making any excuses, not anymore. And there was a hint of desperation there. My heart softened. There was no questioning Draven had been an unfaithful husband. But he loved his sons.

And wanted to know his daughter.

“I only spent a few hours with her, but she seems healthy. She’s devastated about her mother. But she was sweet. Very kind. She looks a bit like you. She has your eyes and hair.”

“Amina showed me pictures.” He swallowed hard. “She . . . she’s beautiful.”

“From what I can tell, that beauty is inside and out.”

“I want to meet her but I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” he said quietly. “I failed all my children, even the one I didn’t know.”

“Yeah, you probably shouldn’t try to meet her. She, um, thinks you killed Amina.”

He flinched, his knuckles turning white as he strangled the pen. “Oh. Right.”

“If you want a relationship with her, we have to prove you’re innocent.”

“We?”

“Yes, we. I want the truth.” I’d asked him point-blank yesterday if he’d killed Amina. I believed now that he hadn’t. He’d cared for her. “I want to find Amina’s killer.”

“For your story.”

Was this for the story? That’s how this had all started, with my drive to prove myself as a journalist. To show the executives in Seattle I wasn’t a flop.

Except I wasn’t a failure. When I looked at Dad’s career, he’d written countless stories and there wasn’t one that stood out above the others. There wasn’t one crown jewel he touted. Yet he was my hero. He wrote because he loved to write and spread the news.

So did I.

I didn’t need an exposé on a former motorcycle gang to prove my worth. I needed the truth.

This was for me. And . . .

“For Dash.”

This was about saving his father from a life in prison. It was about identifying a murderer. It was about finding the person who might come after Dash one day too.

Somewhere between the time he’d fixed the Goss printer and folded my towels, Dash had slipped into my heart.

Could I get over his criminal past? Could I forget that he’d done violent, vicious things I could barely fathom? Yes.

Because he wasn’t that man anymore. Not to me.

Last night, as I’d watched him scrub my cast-iron pan and wipe down the counters from the biscuit mess, I’d realized how well we fit together. He’d held my heart in his soapsuds-covered hands.

If only he wanted kids.

Did that have to be a deal breaker? Maybe we didn’t have to face that looming end.

I’d already given up on having children, so why make it a requirement to stay with Dash? Besides, I wasn’t sure if I could even bear children at this point. Maybe we’d be like the Caseys, my seventy-six-year-old neighbors who lived across the street. Mr. and Mrs. Casey didn’t have children, and every time I saw them, they seemed hopelessly happy.

Hopelessly happy sounded like a dream.

A new dream.

The office door pushed open and Dash entered, followed closely by Emmett.

“Hey.” Dash walked into Draven’s office, casting his father a brief glance before pretending he wasn’t there. Dash had shaved and showered after he’d left my house. His hair was still damp at the ends where it curled at his neck. It was a good look. A very good look. “What are you doing here? Everything okay?”

I nodded. “I’m good.”

Emmett crowded into the office, not looking at Draven either. Clearly in the time that Dash had left my house, he’d caught up Emmett on Draven’s adultery.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Draven’s shoulders fall. What had he expected? That after a day, all would be forgiven?

Dash was crushed. His mother’s memory was sacred. Chrissy wasn’t here to punish Draven, so Dash was doing it for her.

The only problem was, if we were going to find a killer, we needed to put feelings aside.

“The reason I came here this morning was because I’ve been thinking about something and wanted to run it by you,” I told Dash.

“Shoot.” He leaned against the wall, Emmett beside him.

“The police found a murder weapon at the scene and identified it as Draven’s. We’ve been operating under the assumption that the knife was Draven’s. But we also think this was a premeditated setup. Could the knife have been a fake? You said that it had your name engraved on the side. What if someone copied it to set you up?”

Draven shook his head. “They have my prints on it.”

“Can’t prints be faked?” I’d seen it on a murder-mystery movie, so the question wasn’t entirely farfetched. Maybe they’d stolen prints from the handlebars on Draven’s motorcycle.

Emmett nodded. “Possibly. Wouldn’t be easy.”

Dash rubbed a hand over his jaw. “What knife was it again?”

“Just a Buck knife,” Draven said.

“With the cherry handle,” Emmett added. “I borrowed it once a few years ago when I went hunting.”

Cherry? That wasn’t right. I dove into my purse for my yellow notepad, flipping to the page where I’d made a note about the knife’s description. It was the one thing Chief Wagner had told me weeks ago that hadn’t been in the press sheets.

“Not cherry. Black. The knife found at the scene had a black handle.”

“Your knife was cherry.” Emmett shook his head. “I’d bet my life on it.”

My heart was racing. Maybe if there was another knife, we’d find a trail that led to the person who’d faked it. How many people engraved knives in Montana? We were grasping at straws, but it was something.

Dash’s brow furrowed. “No, wait. You had a black knife, Dad.”

Before Draven could respond, the office door opened again.

“Morning.” What I assumed was Presley’s cheerful voice preceded her as she came into Draven’s office. The smile on her face fell when she spotted me in the guest chair.

“Hey, Pres? Remember that knife you had engraved for Dad?” Dash asked. “The one you got him for Christmas a few years ago?”

“Yeah. He said his other one was getting old and the engraving was wearing away. Why?”

Dash pushed off the wall. “What color was it?”

“Black, of course. You all love black.”

All eyes shot to Draven.

“Where’d that knife go, Dad?” Dash asked.

“I, um . . . I think I left it in the office at the clubhouse after Presley gave it to me. Might still be in the box too.”

“Seriously?” Presley put her hands on her hips. “That was four years ago. You never even used it?”

“Sorry, Pres, but I liked the old one. It fit my hand.”

Without a word, Dash stalked out of the office, Emmett close on his heels. I shot out of my chair, following too. Draven’s bootsteps thudded behind me.

As we walked outside, I squinted at the bright morning sunlight. Dash picked up his pace, storming for the clubhouse. His long strides required me to skip a few steps to keep up.

I hadn’t taken more than a few curious glances at the clubhouse in my trips to the garage. The building had always loomed, dangerous, shadowed by the surrounding trees. But as we got closer, details jumped out.

The wood siding was stained a brown so dark it was nearly black. It had grayed in some places where the sun had faded the boards. The charcoal tin roof had a few droplets of dew that hadn’t burned off yet. A spider’s web grew in one corner under the eaves, thankfully far away from the door.

There weren’t many windows, only two on the building’s face. They’d always been dark when I’d come here and now I saw why. Behind the dirty glass, there were plywood boards. The green stamp from the lumberyard showing in a few places.

Dash marched up the two wide steps to the concrete platform that ran the entire length of the building. It was shaded by a small overhang of the roof. He fished out his keys from his jeans pocket and we all crowded at his back as he unlocked the padlock on the door.

The smell of must and stale air wafted outside, followed by the lingering scent of booze, smoke and sweat. I gagged. Desperate for information, I shoved it aside and stepped inside behind Dash.

We’d walked into a large, open room. Draven pushed past us, flipping on a row of florescent lights before disappearing down a hallway to the left.

On my right was a long bar. The dusty shelves behind it were empty. The mirror behind the shelves was cracked in a few places. There were some tin beer signs and an old neon light. Only one stool was tucked under the bar. On my left, there was a pool table, the cues hung on a wall rack. Two flags were pinned behind the table: an American flag and the Montana state flag.

“What is this place?” I asked.

“Common area,” Dash answered at the same time Emmett said, “Party room.”

I’d take The Betsy over the Tin Gypsy party room any day.

“Knife’s gone.” Draven’s voice echoed in the room as he came rushing down the hall. “Given the fresh smudges in the dust on my desk, it was taken recently.”

“Cameras.” Emmett snapped his fingers, already moving for a door behind the bar. “Let me see if they picked anything up.”

Draven followed Emmett, leaving Dash and me alone.

I’d been so busy inspecting the room, I hadn’t noticed him. He stood frozen, staring blankly at a pair of double doors directly in front of us.

“Hey.” I walked to his side, slipping my hand in his. “Are you okay?”

“Haven’t been here in a year. It’s strange.” He squeezed my fingers tight. “It was easier to stay away. To shut it out.”

“Do you want to wait outside?”

“Had to face it sometime.” He pulled me to a hallway on the right of the party room, different than the one Draven had taken when he’d gone in search of his knife. “Come on.”

The hall was dim, with closed doors on both sides. From the outside, the building didn’t seem all that large, but it was deceiving. Though not as tall, it had to be at least double the size of the garage.

Dash kept hold of my hand but jerked his chin at one of the doors. “This was where some of the guys would stay if they didn’t have a house. Or if they just needed to crash.”

These were their rooms. “Did you have one?”

He stopped at the last door down the hallway, using a different key from his chain to unlock the deadbolt. Then he pushed the door aside.

The smell in here was different, still dusty but there was a hint of Dash’s natural spice clinging to the air. There was a window, boarded up like the others. And a bed covered with a simple khaki quilt stood in the middle of the room.

No pillows. No end table. No lamp. Only the bed and an old wooden dresser in the corner.

“This was your room?” I stepped in farther, letting go of his hand to flick on the light. Then I walked to the dresser, swiping my finger through the coat of dust on top.

“This was my room.” Dash leaned on the doorframe. “I thought maybe it would look different. Feel different. Thought I’d miss it.”

“You don’t?”

He shook his head. “Maybe I would have two days ago. But not now.”

Oh, Dash. I hated standing by, watching as his heart broke. I hated that something he’d held dear, something he’d once loved—the club—had been tainted.

“What’s this?” I walked over to the bed, picking up the leather square folded neatly on top of the quilt.

“My cut.”

“That’s what you call your vests, right?”

He nodded, stepping up behind me. “When you prospect the club, you get a cut. It has the club’s patch on the back and a prospect patch on the front.”

“How long did you have to prospect?”

“Six months. But Emmett and I were exceptions. Normally it’s about a year. Long enough we knew the guy was serious. That he’d fit in.”

“Then what happened?” I unfolded the vest, laying it carefully on the bed. My fingers ran over the white patch below the left shoulder, the word President stitched in black thread.

“Then you’re in the club. You’re family.”

I turned the vest over, staring at the patch on the back as Dash looked on. “This is beautiful.”

The few pictures I’d seen of the Tin Gypsy emblem had been in black and white from old newspapers. But in color, the design was stunning. Artful and menacing at the same time.

The club name was written at the top in Old English lettering. Beneath it was a detailed and carefully stitched skull.

A skull, exactly the same as the tattoo on Dash’s arm.

One half of the face was made entirely of silver thread, giving it a metallic feel. Behind it was a riot of orange, yellow and red-tipped flames. The other half of the skull was white. Simple. Except for the colorful head wrap over the skull and delicate, almost feminine stitching around the eye, mouth and nose. It was like a sugar skull with a harsh, violent edge.

Live to Ride

Wander Free

Below the skull, the words were stitched in threads grayed from years of wear.

How long had Dash worn this cut? How many days had he put it on? How hard had it been to fold it up and leave it here, collecting dust in a forsaken room?

Dash put a hand on my shoulder, turning me into his chest. His hands came to my face. His mouth dropped to mine. And he kissed me soft and sweet, like a thank-you.

When he broke away, he dropped his forehead to mine.

“I bet you’ve kissed a lot of women in this room,” I whispered.

“Some,” he admitted. “But none were you.”

My eyes drifted closed. This was not the right place or the right time for this conversation, but questions hung between us, begging to be asked. “What’s going on, Dash? With us?”

“I don’t know. It’s more than I thought it would be.” He tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “You kind of snuck up on me.”

I smiled. “You snuck up on me too.”

The next kiss wasn’t soft or sweet. Dash crushed his lips to mine, his hands leaving my face to band around my back, pulling me tight into his firm body. He needed this, like he’d needed me last night. He’d gotten lost in my body, seeking comfort.

I looped my arms around his neck, angling my mouth so I could get a deeper taste. I’d gotten lost in him too. He made everything an adventure. Even watching him fold my laundry or do the dishes was exciting. How was I ever going to let him go? I knew right there, in that moment, I wouldn’t be able to walk away from Dash.

He’d ruined me. He’d changed the game.

We were seconds away from ripping at each other’s clothes when a throat cleared from the doorway, forcing us apart. With swollen lips, we both turned to see Emmett.

“Dash.” He nodded down the hallway. “Better come and see this.”


Chapter Twenty-One


Dash

Bryce and I followed Emmett through the clubhouse party room and to the basement. This wasn’t a place I wanted Bryce, but there was no keeping her away.

As we descended the steps, I took a look around. It was cleaner than upstairs. That, or the dust was less noticeable on the concrete floors and walls.

Dad had built this clubhouse alongside the original members. They’d made the basement into a bunker of sorts. It was a concrete labyrinth of rooms, all varying in size, but each with a drain in the center. Rivers of blood had been washed down those drains. The bleach smell still lingered in the air, even though it had been over a year since we’d cleaned up the main room from our last underground fight.

The smaller rooms had seen far worse than boxing.

It was strange being in the clubhouse, especially when it was so quiet. The nights I’d stayed here in my twenties, I’d learned to sleep with a party raging beyond my door—if I hadn’t been in the middle of the party myself.

There were good memories here. As a kid, we’d come here for family barbeques with Dad’s brothers, men who’d been like uncles until they’d become brothers of my own. Nick and I would light off fireworks in the parking lot on Independence Day. We’d each had our first beer in this clubhouse and many more after.

I’d always wanted to be a Gypsy. Other kids in school would talk about college. Fancy jobs. I’d just wanted to be in Dad’s club. Nick had been the same until Mom died. But even after he’d shunned the Gypsies and moved away after high school, my feelings hadn’t changed.

I had been a Gypsy long before earning my cut.

Yesterday, I’d told Dad that I wished he hadn’t started the club. I was angry. Hurt. A part of me did want to reject this place. It would be easy to put Mom’s death on the club and walk away for good. Burn it down and, with it, the havoc it had wreaked on my life.

Except then I’d have to forget the good memories too.

There had been good memories.

One thing was certain, I was glad Bryce moved to Clifton Forge after we’d disbanded. I wouldn’t have had a shot with her had I been leading the club. She was too good to get mixed up with a criminal. Hell, it was a stretch for me to chase after her now.

But I couldn’t look into the future and not see her face.

She dared me, called me out on my bullshit. She shared her heart, her loyalty, her honesty—all things I’d had with the club, with my brothers. She filled that hole and then some.

“In here.” Emmett ducked into one of the smaller rooms where he’d set up a surveillance station a few years back. Security and hacking had become Emmett’s specialty. He called it a hobby. I called it a gift.

Dad was leaning over a monitor, staring at a frozen image on the screen.

“What’d you find?” I asked, taking Dad’s place.

Emmett sat in the chair, clicking to rewind the video. “I guess we should have kept the sensors on after that raccoon incident. Look at this.”

He pressed play on the video and rolled out of the way to make room for Bryce. She came right up beside me, my hand immediately finding hers. Together, we watched footage from one of the cameras hidden above each window in the clubhouse as a man approached the building.

The color on the screen was a mix of green and white and black from the night vision setting. The man’s face was covered in a black ski mask, his shirt and pants a matching shade.

He walked up to the building, taking a utility tool from his pocket. And then he jimmied open the glass window.

“Fuck. We should have boarded up the basement windows.” They were so small, not even eighteen inches wide, that we hadn’t bothered. Plus the drop from the window was at least ten feet. Our concrete bunker was not small. And up until this winter, we’d had sensors on all the windows.

The man was probably close to my size, but he managed to shimmy his way into the basement. He turned on his stomach, his legs going inside first, and that’s when we saw it.

A patch on his back.

“Fucking lying bastards.” My booming voice echoed off the walls.

I dropped Bryce’s hand, pacing the room as I rubbed my jaw. Now I understood why Dad was against the wall, fuming in a silent rage.

“What am I missing?” Bryce asked.

“That’s an Arrowhead Warrior patch,” Emmett answered, tapping the screen. He’d frozen it before the man had dropped inside.

“Oh.” Her eyes widened. “When was this taken?”

“The night before Amina was murdered,” Dad answered. “He must have come here, broken in while I was with her in the motel, stolen my knife, and then waited until I left to kill her.”

“Any idea who he is? How he’d know you’d be with Amina?” I asked Dad, getting a headshake in return. “Emmett, can we print that out?”

He nodded, ripping a sheet from the printer below his desk. “Already did.”

“When we leave today, turn all the sensors back on,” I ordered Emmett. “And ask Leo to come over and board up the basement windows.”

“Will do.”

“You need to call Tucker,” I told Dad.

“Yeah. Let’s talk in the chapel. Bryce looks like she needs to sit.”

My attention immediately shifted. Her face had lost all its color, and I rushed to her side. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” She waved me off, her face souring. “It smells funny down here.”

“Come on.” I gripped her elbow, leading her upstairs. It didn’t smell great in the party room either, but once we reached the chapel, the rotten beer smell was gone.

The chapel was the heart of the clubhouse, located directly in the center. You got in through two double doors off the party room. It was one long, open room with a table running its length. The table had been built to accommodate about twenty members, but there had been years when it was standing room only. The officers and senior members would sit. I’d spent plenty of years against the wall, listening as decisions were made.

The black high-backed chairs were all pushed into the table. The room had been left in pristine condition except for the dust. The walls were lined with pictures, mostly of members standing together in front of a row of bikes. The Gypsy patch had been made into a flag that hung on the wall behind the head chair at the table.

The president’s chair.

Dad had given up his seat, passing it to me. He went for it, but then realized his mistake. Had it not been for Bryce, I would have sat there to put him in his place. He didn’t deserve that seat.

But instead, I pulled out one of the middle chairs for Bryce, sitting at her side.

“What’s the raccoon incident?” Bryce leaned over to ask.

“This winter, Emmett and I got an alert from the motion sensors. They went off at three in the morning on the coldest night we’d had in months. We hurried down, nearly froze our dicks off, and found three raccoons in the kitchen. They’d crawled in through this old vent hood.”

“They were making a goddamn mess, shitting everywhere,” Emmett grumbled. “It was cold as hell so it took us forever to get them out. I don’t know why they’d leave their dens in the first place. Maybe to find something warmer.”

“After that, we closed off the vent hood and decided to leave the sensors off,” I told her. “The place was empty. There wasn’t anything in here to steal.”

“Or so you thought,” she murmured.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “So we thought.”

Dad pulled out the chair next to Emmett. He wasn’t in the president’s seat but a shift came over the room as he sat down. Like a meeting coming to order. When he sat, no one else dared to talk until he gave them permission.

Even though I’d sat in the head chair for years, I’d never had that kind of commanding presence. I’d worried about it for a while, wondered if I’d be revered like Dad. Maybe it would have come, in time. But we’d already begun to shut things down when I’d been voted in as president. My job hadn’t been to lead the Gypsies into the future. I was the president who’d made sure we’d covered all our asses so we could live a normal life.

“What are we going to do about the Warriors?” I asked, leaning my elbows on the table. “Tucker lied to us.”

“Or he didn’t know,” Dad countered. “Yeah, there’s a chance he ordered this. Or he’s as clueless as we are and it’s someone’s personal vendetta. Someone who’s been following me around, saw me with a woman for the first time in decades and used it as their opening to strike.”

“For what?” Bryce asked.

Dad scoffed. “Hell. A million things.”

“A million and a half,” I muttered.

We’d burned down their clubhouse once. It had likely cost them a fortune to rebuild. The two Warriors who’d tried to kidnap Emmeline had been Dad’s guests in the basement, their last breaths taken inside those concrete walls.

“What do we do?” Emmett sighed. “Go after them? Start up another war?”

“We’ll lose,” I said. “There’s no chance at winning.”

“I don’t want a war. Not this time.” Dad shook his head. “First, I’ll go to Tucker, show him the photo and see what he does. Maybe he’ll give us a name and it can end. But if it comes down to it, if he covers for his men—which I suspect he will—then I’ll take the fall for Amina.”

“They’ll put you away for life.” Yesterday, I was okay with it—when I was furious and in a rage. Today, now that I’d calmed down, the idea of him in prison didn’t sit as well.

“I’ll go if that’s what it takes to keep you and Nick free of this.”

“Except they could be after any of us,” Emmett said. “This might have started with you, but I bet it goes deeper. I’m not looking over my shoulder for the rest of my life. I know we’re up against bad odds, but we have to fight back.”

“Why not do it legally?” Bryce suggested. “Let’s get the evidence to prove there’s reasonable doubt. We can use the paper to print it, create a circus around town. Get rumors started that Draven is innocent. The chief won’t have any choice but to dig deeper.”

“You’re talking about following the rules.” Dad barked a laugh. “We’re not great at working with the cops.”

“You’re also not great at keeping the people in your life alive by breaking the rules, so maybe it’s time to try a different approach.”

Damn, woman. She wasn’t pulling any punches. I flinched at her words. Emmett did too. Because no one talked to Dad like that, especially in this room.

But she was fearless. The fire in her eyes, that blaze, made my chest swell. Was it with pride? Or love? Both?

I think I’d fallen for her the night she’d kicked me off her front porch. Or maybe it was the day she’d shown up at the garage, bursting with attitude and determination.

“She’s right,” I told Dad. “Not just because it’s legal, but because the Warriors will never expect it. Let’s use the cops to our favor for once.”

Emmett nodded. “If Tucker did know about this, then he’s waiting and watching for us to retaliate. The cops showing up at his door might be a surprise.”

“We need to find evidence, solid evidence, and fast,” I said. “The state’s attorney will set a trial date soon, and once that starts, it’s going to be even harder to get people to consider another suspect. We need them to delay.”

“What do we do?” Dad asked.

I looked to Bryce. “You need to write a story. Marcus is a good cop, but he’s not going to believe me if I walk in there with new evidence. Not when his mind’s made up that Dad is guilty. We need to plant the seed that Dad’s knife was stolen. Show the picture of someone breaking into the clubhouse. Marcus won’t be able to ignore it if you print it.”

“I’ll start on it today. We can feature it on Sunday. But . . .” She locked eyes with Dad across the table. “It would mean more if I could print the reason you and Amina were in the motel. It makes you more human if people know you were there to discuss your daughter.”

Dad blew out a deep breath but shook his head. “Not until I meet her. I owe her that much. She shouldn’t learn I’m her father from a newspaper. Like you said, she thinks I killed her mother.”

“I might be able to help with that.” Bryce raised her hand, like she was volunteering to go into battle. “We’re going to get lucky on timing. When I went to visit Genevieve last weekend, she said she was coming up Sunday to see Amina’s grave. I’ll call her and double-check she’s coming. And I guess . . . tell her when she gets here. Hope she doesn’t pick up a newspaper that morning. I don’t know. But maybe I can smooth it over.”

“Do it,” I said. “We need the story to shed more light on the relationship between Dad and Amina. To give it some context and show Dad wouldn’t kill her. I think my sister would be a good way to do that.”

“I feel like I’m about to blindside her, Dash.” Bryce’s worried eyes met mine. “I feel terrible already.”

“Be gentle,” Dad murmured. “Please.”

“I will,” she promised.

“And we’ll keep searching for more.” Emmett knocked his knuckles on the table. “Draven, you call Tucker.”

He nodded. “I’ll go meet with him. Alone.”

“Keep us posted.” I pushed away from the chair, helping pull Bryce’s away so she could stand. Then we all walked out of the clubhouse, the plan in place. I escorted Bryce to her car. Her eagerness to get to the newspaper was palpable, but before she left, I wanted to make sure she was all right. “Feeling better?”

“Not really, but I’ll be fine. It’s just a stomach ache. That smell in the clubhouse was”—she gagged—“potent. I’m going to get to work. Call me later?”

I nodded. “I need to get caught up on some jobs here. We’ve been leaning pretty heavy on Isaiah and Presley to run the garage while we’ve had this extra shit happening. Time for me to get my hands dirty and finish some cars.”

“Be sure to wash those hands before dinner.” She winked, standing on her toes for a kiss. It was a short goodbye. Nothing out of the ordinary for most couples. But we weren’t a couple.

We hadn’t made a commitment. We hadn’t made promises. Except as I stood and watched her leave, I realized that no other woman would kiss me again.

Bryce was it for me. The one.

Dad’s shadow crossed mine. “You love her.”

I didn’t respond. Bryce would be the first to hear the words. I took a step toward the garage. “Need to get to work.”

“Dash.” Dad’s hand flew out, stopping me. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t want you to go to prison, not when you didn’t kill Amina. But you and me? We’re done.”

His shoulders fell. “I understand.”

“I need some time without you here at the garage. Some space to think. You’re not the man I thought you were.”

“I’ve never been a hero, son.”

I met his brown gaze. “But you were to me.”

The blow hit Dad hard. His face tightened like he’d been sucker punched and was fighting to breathe.

Leaving him alone on the asphalt, I walked toward the garage, then paused and looked back while Dad was still in earshot. “Nick deserves to know. Either you tell him, or I will.”

He simply nodded.

And two hours later, as I was flat on my back underneath the Mustang, the engine of Dad’s motorcycle revved as he left the garage. My phone rang thirty seconds later.

Pushing out from the car, I dug my phone from my pocket. Nick’s name flashed on the screen. “Hey.”

“Guess you expected this call.”

“Was hoping for it. I take it Dad called you?”

“Yep. Sounds like we have a sister.” The calm tone in Nick’s voice surprised me. I figured, given his past relationship with Dad, he’d be furious.

“You don’t sound upset.”

“I’m surprised. It wasn’t easy to hear and maybe I haven’t wrapped my head around it all. But mostly, I’m disappointed. Sad for Mom. Glad she never knew. But no, I’m not angry. Far as I’m concerned, Dad got knocked off his pedestal a long time ago. He’s a flawed man, Dash. Always has been.”

“I don’t know what to do about it.”

“Nothing to do. Move on.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” I walked over to the open garage door, looking outside. There was a car lined up in front of each bay. Emmett, Isaiah and Leo were all working fast to get them through the queue.

It was a good business, this garage. Provided us with decent livings. Just like the garage Nick ran in Prescott.

Move on. That didn’t seem all that bad now that I had Bryce. We each had decent jobs, nice homes, and there were a lot of people who didn’t even have that.

“I met someone.”

There was so much to talk about—things to say about Dad and the murder. But none of it mattered. Right now, I just wanted to tell my brother about Bryce. To share her with my family.

“Is it serious?” he asked.

“She’s my Emmy.” It was the best way to describe my feelings for Bryce. Nick loved Emmeline with every molecule in his body. “But it hasn’t been long.”

He chuckled. “I fell for Emmy the first night I met her. Time doesn’t matter.”

Nick and Emmeline had married the first night they’d met. Things had been rocky for them, but they’d found their way back together.

“I’m happy for you. Want a piece of free advice from your older, wiser and more handsome brother?”

I grinned. “Sure.”

“Now that you’ve found her, don’t let her go.”


Chapter Twenty-Two


Bryce

I clicked save on my story and uploaded the final version to the drive where Dad would pull it into the layout for tomorrow’s paper. He’d already staged the photos and formatted the headline. Now all he’d have to do was input the text.

I’d waited to finalize the details until the very last minute, hoping Dash or Emmett would find more to include. But in the past five days, nothing new had come to light about the man who’d broken into the Tin Gypsy clubhouse and stolen Draven’s knife. The man who was likely responsible for Amina Daylee’s death.

Draven had found his original knife—the one with the cherry handle. It had been in his home, as he’d expected, tucked away safely in a bag of hunting gear.

The picture Emmett had printed from the surveillance cameras would be on Sunday’s front page, along with speculation about the murder weapon’s theft. Our newspaper was all about printing the facts, so my personal conjecture had been pushed to the wayside. But there were hints between those facts, enough to plant seeds of doubt. Add to that my exclusive interview with Draven Slater and his confession of a secret daughter, this plan might just work.

Now all I had to do was pray that when Genevieve came to Clifton Forge tomorrow, she didn’t read my article before I could tell her about Draven. I could call her and ask her not to pick up a local paper—I doubted she would anyway. But if she was anything like me, that call would only make her curious. I was hedging my bet that she didn’t care about the latest Clifton Forge Tribune.

“It’s all yours.” I spun in my chair to face Dad, who was seated at his desk.

“Thanks.” He smiled. “I’ll put it in after lunch. Did you give Marcus a heads-up?”

“No. He can read it with everyone else.”

“Oh.” His eyebrows came together. “Uh, okay.”

“What? Do you think it’s a mistake?”

“I think a lot has changed in the last month. You were on Chief Wagner’s team not long ago, wanting to be in his good graces. And now”—he pointed to the computer—“the story you drafted is not the one I expected.”

“No, it’s not.” It wasn’t the one I’d expected to write either. “But this is the right story to tell. Draven didn’t kill Amina Daylee. The real killer is out there, and if that means lighting a fire under the chief’s ass to get him to dig deeper, then that’s what I need to do.”

“Still might be worth giving him a heads-up. Tip your hat. You don’t want to ruin that relationship, Bryce.”

I sighed. “I don’t think he’ll like me much after this anyway.”

No amount of licorice would make him trust me once this story came out.

“One phone call will smooth things over,” Dad suggested. “Just make him feel like you haven’t completely switched teams.”

“Why don’t you call him? It might be better coming from you.” Because the truth was, I had switched teams. My loyalty wasn’t to Marcus Wagner anymore. June had come and gone. The July weather had engulfed Clifton Forge in sunshine and heat. And as the calendar had ticked by, my priorities had changed.

I’d fallen in love with the man I’d once hoped to expose as a criminal.

Technically, he was a criminal—or a former criminal. Mostly, he was mine. Flawed and mine.

“Do you need anything else from me?” I yawned. “If not, I’m going to head home.”

“Still tired?”

“Yeah.” I gave Dad a weak smile. “It’s been a long week. I’m out of energy.”

“You need a nap. Get some rest. Would you like to come over for dinner tonight? I’m sure your mom would love to cook for you.”

It had been weeks since I’d gone over to Mom and Dad’s house. Mom had been begging me constantly for a visit and had apparently enlisted Dad to help too. “No plans. I’d love to. I’ll call Mom and ask what I can bring.”

The door into the bullpen pushed open. “Hey, you two.”

“Speak of the devil.” Dad stood from his chair, meeting Mom in the middle of the room for a kiss.

“Hi, Mom.” I waved but didn’t get up from my chair. “You look pretty today.”

“Thanks.” Her hair was the same rich brown as mine but carried a few gray streaks. Mom refused to get them covered up anymore because on one of their trips to Seattle, a waiter had accused us of being sisters. Where most women would have been flattered, doubling the young man’s tip, she’d taken offense. She’d corrected him gently, informing him of our relationship. She’d told him that being my mother was the greatest source of pride in her life.

Like Dad always said, it was easy to love Tessa Ryan.

Mom came over and bent low to give me a hug while I stayed in my chair, then she sat on the edge of my desk. “Want to come over for dinner tonight?”

I laughed. “Dad just asked me the same question. And yes. I’d love to. What would you like me to bring?”

“Oh, nothing. I’ll take care of it. In fact, I have extra if you want to bring the boyfriend along.”

The boyfriend. Was Dash my boyfriend? He’d probably cringe at the term. Much too juvenile for someone like him. It wasn’t edgy enough. What was the MC terminology? Was he my man? Or old man? If—and that was a big if, considering his commitment phobia—we got married one day, would that make me his old lady?

I cringed. If he ever called me his old lady, I’d deny him sex for a month.

“I’ve been missing you guys,” I said. “Ryans only tonight. I’ll invite Dash next time.”

“Fine.” Mom pouted. “But I expect to meet him sooner than later.”

“You will.” Assuming we were at the point where we introduced each other to our families. We were, right?

Dash and I needed to continue the conversation we’d started in the clubhouse. Our relationship needed some definition, but neither of us had brought it up over the past five days. I was too nervous to ask. And I suspected Dash was in uncharted waters.

Covering another yawn, I collected my things from my desk and shoved them into my tote. “So, six tonight?”

Mom nodded. “Are you feeling all right?”

“Just tired.”

She leaned forward, taking my cheeks in her hands, then pressed her palm to my forehead. She’d been testing my temperature that way since I was a toddler. I closed my eyes and smiled. No matter my age, she was always Mom, there to comfort and care. “You don’t have a temperature.”

“I’m not sick,” I promised. “It’s been one of those weeks. I’m drained.”

“Ahh. I used to get tired when it was that week of the month too. I don’t miss the tampons but”—she fanned her face—“these hot flashes every ten damn minutes are a pain in the ass.”

I giggled. “I’m not on my per—”

My heart dropped. When was the last time I had my period?

Mom said something else, but my mind was whirling, counting the weeks of June and calculating when I’d last bought tampons at the grocery store. The last time I could remember had been sometime in May. I remembered because we’d gotten a heavy and wet spring snow. I’d gotten all weepy and hormonal because a bunch of trees in town had begun to bloom but the weight of the snow had broken their branches.

Oh. Fuck. I shot out of my chair, grabbing my purse.

“What’s wrong?” Mom asked.

“Nothing,” I lied, not making eye contact with her or Dad. “I just realized I need to run a quick errand and want to make sure I get there before they close. See you guys at dinner.”

Without another word, I left the newspaper, driving immediately to the grocery store.

I bought things I didn’t need—toothpicks, limes, Cheez Whiz—filling my basket as I passed the entrance to the feminine products aisle over and over. Each time, I’d stared down the shelves only to chicken out and walk away. Finally, after grabbing a gallon of orange juice, my basket was getting heavy and my purpose for this trip couldn’t be avoided any longer.

I sucked in a deep breath and marched down the aisle. When I got to the pregnancy tests, I quickly scanned for brands I recognized and shoved three different types into my basket. Then I practically ran to checkout, hoping no one spotted me.

The cashier made no comment as she scanned my items, thank God, and when all my things were safely hidden in paper bags, I hefted them to my car and drove home.

The sinking feeling in my stomach was unbearable. The anxiety, crushing. Was I pregnant? I’d been in such a rush to buy the tests, I hadn’t really thought of what would happen after I took them. But as my house, and toilet, drew nearer, a panicked chill settled into my bones.

A month ago, the idea of being pregnant would have sent me into joyful hysterics. But now? If I had a baby, would I lose Dash? Was I enough to raise a child on my own? Would I be heartbroken if the tests were negative?

Three positive pregnancy tests later, I didn’t have to worry about that last question.

*     *     *

“Hey, babe.” Dash walked through my front door without knocking.

I was in the kitchen, sitting at the island, staring blankly at the striations and granules in my gray granite counter. I’d canceled dinner with my parents and texted Dash to come over. “Hey.”

“Got some news.” He took the stool by my side, leaning over to kiss my temple. “Dad met with Tucker today.”

“Yeah?” I faked some excitement about the meeting with the Warriors’ president. “What did he say?”

“Dad says Tucker swears it wasn’t the Warriors. He took a look at the photo and get this.” Dash leaned to the side to fish out his wallet. Then he slipped out a copy of the photo Emmett had printed from the surveillance video, flattening it on the counter.

I leaned in close. “What am I looking at?”

“See this right here?” He pointed to the stitched Warriors logo on the man’s cut. “See at the bottom of the arrowhead, where it flares?”

“Yeah.”

“Tucker said they changed the patch a few years ago, cleaned up some of the edges and got rid of that flare. Everyone in the club got new cuts.”

“Did they confiscate the old ones?”

“Nope. Which means whoever has an old cut has been a Warrior for a while. And that confirms it wasn’t one of the former Gypsies who joined them this past year.”

So a Warrior was trying to restart an old war. “Can we get a list of names?”

“Not from Tucker. He’ll never give up his men. But Dad is going to start putting names on paper. He’s with Emmett and Leo at the garage, doing it now. Told them I’d be over soon. Thought you might want to come along.”

“No, thanks.” I wasn’t feeling up to a trip to the garage. And I had a feeling after I told Dash I was pregnant, he wouldn’t want me along either.

“You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“And, um . . . Genevieve?” He struggled to say her name. Dash hadn’t thawed to the notion of his sister.

“Her flight gets in late tonight. She’s staying in Bozeman and will drive over tomorrow. She thinks she’ll be in town midmorning. She promised to call and I’ll go meet her at the cemetery.”

“Call me when she leaves. Tell me how she takes it.”

“I will.”

I didn’t have a clue how I was going to tell Genevieve that she was Draven’s daughter. And as if that weren’t hard enough, I was also going to try and convince her that he hadn’t killed her mother. That fledgling friendship we’d forged over chocolate chip cookies was guaranteed a crushing.

Dash stood and went to the cupboards for a glass, filling it with water from the fridge. He was itching to get to the garage.

“So, before you go . . .” God, how did I say this? I busied my hands by folding up the photo and reaching for his wallet to put it away. I opened the bifold, ready to stuff it inside, but another folded page caught my attention.

I lifted it out, recognizing a black and white photo. The trophy case behind the kids was familiar. It had been the backdrop for numerous pictures in the Clifton Forge High yearbooks.

“What is this?”

Dash lowered the water glass from his lips and closed his eyes. “I, uh . . . shit.”

Unfolding the page, I scanned the photos, only seeing school photos with no one recognizable. But I turned it over and spotted Amina’s youthful face. She stood smiling with another girl.

It was the younger version of a face I’d seen in an obituary.

Chrissy Slater.

“Dash. What’s this?”

He had the decency to look guilty. “A page I found at the high school when we were looking at yearbooks.”

“You found this and never showed me.” I fought the urge to crumple the photo into a ball and throw it at his face.

“I was going to. Swear. But then it didn’t seem that important after you learned Mom and Amina were friends.”

“It didn’t seem important?” I gaped at him, sliding off my stool. “You promised that you’d tell me everything. You pretended not to know your mom and Amina were friends. I asked you, straight up, if you knew and you lied to me. What else have you lied about?”

“Nothing.”

“I trusted you. How could you do this to me? After everything? I trusted you.” Against my better judgment, I’d believed Dash. I’d believed in him.

“Bryce, come on.” Dash took a step toward me. “It’s not that big of a deal.”

“No. It is a big deal.” I backed away. “Is this why you called the cops that day? So I wouldn’t find out you tore the page from the yearbook?”

“Yes. And I’m sorry. But we were in a different place then. We weren’t together.”

“No, we were only fucking, right? I was just another woman to use until you had your fill. Do you still feel like that?”

His jaw clenched as it tightened. “You know I don’t.”

I closed my eyes, fighting the urge to cry. How could I trust him? After all our time together, he could have told me, but he’d kept the secret.

It was a nothing secret too. Nothing. Something so small that, by keeping it from me, he’d actually made it worse. Bigger than it had to be.

Or maybe I was blowing this out of proportion. Maybe this pregnancy was making me overthink everything. How were we ever going to be together if he didn’t confide in me? How were we going to have a child?

He crossed the distance between us. “Baby, you’re overreacting.”

“Maybe I am,” I whispered. “But something about this feels . . . off. Like we have a fundamental problem here.”

“A fundamental problem? It’s a goddamn picture. Yeah, I should have told you, but it stopped being important.”

“You promised no secrets. You wouldn’t hide anything from me. Otherwise I’d write it all.”

“Wait.” His eyes narrowed. “Is that what this is about? Your story?”

My story? What was he talking about? “Huh?”

“It is, isn’t it? Fuck. I’m so fucking stupid. I actually thought we had something here. But you’ve just been playing me from the start. Waiting until I did something that would justify you writing the tell-all you’ve been dying to write.”

“That’s not true.”

“You’ve already got it written, haven’t you?” He pointed to my laptop still in the tote on the counter. “It’s all done, isn’t it?”

“Yes, I wrote it,” I admitted. “In case you betrayed me. But it was only for backup. I’m not going to print it.”

“How do I know that?”

I threw up my hands. “Because I’m telling you this isn’t about the story. And I haven’t made it a habit of lying to you.”

“It’s always been the story. From the beginning. And I was stupid enough to think you didn’t want it anymore because you wanted me instead.”

“I do want—wait. How am I now the villain? You’re the one who held something back. You’re the one who lied about that stupid picture.” Why did I feel guilty?

“That picture means nothing. We both know that. You have a story written that could ruin the lives of people I love. Not an apples-to-apples deal here, babe.”

I opened my mouth to argue but closed it shut. My shoulders fell, weighed down by a hopelessness that might topple me to the floor.

“It’s not about the photo or the story,” I whispered. “We don’t trust each other. How can this work if we don’t trust each other?”

Dash’s anger evaporated and he shook his head. “Hell if I know. When you figure it out, do me a favor and clue me in. Because right now, it’s looking to me like this is over before it really got started. I’m gonna take off.”

He swiped up his wallet, shoving it into his jeans. And then without another word, he stalked out of the kitchen.

“Wait.” While we were dealing with the heavy stuff, I had to add on one more thing. He deserved to know before he walked out the door. “I have to tell you something.”

Dash turned, putting his hands on his hips. “Can it wait?”

“No.” I swallowed the burn in my throat. Tell him. “I’m pregnant.”

A terrifying silence filled the room. Seconds ticked by like hours. A minute felt like a day. Dash stood so still, it looked like he wasn’t even breathing.

It was how I knew he’d heard me.

My heart thudded, painfully so, as I waited and waited and waited. Until finally, he blinked, shaking his head just slightly. “Not possible. I always use a condom.”

His precious condoms.

“One of them didn’t work.”

It was hard to tell when, but the timing suggested it was soon after we got together. Maybe on the Mustang. But guessing was futile. Other than our two-week hiatus after Draven had threatened me, Dash and I had been having sex constantly.

The silence returned. Tears welled in my eyes and no amount of blinking could keep my vision from turning glassy.

I’d had a friend at the TV station in Seattle who’d made a big deal out of telling her husband she was pregnant by staging baby foods at home next to a onesie with Daddy stamped on the front. The morning after her announcement, she’d come to work and reported that he’d been overjoyed.

And I’d been jealous. I wanted the laughter. The excitement. The kiss after my husband learned we were making a family.

“Say something,” I whispered. The silence was breaking my heart. At this point, I’d take yelling if that meant he’d speak.

His eyes drifted up from the floor, and it was then that I saw true fear.

Dash spun on his boot. He ripped open the door, not bothering to close it behind him as he rushed to his bike. The sound of his motorcycle engine didn’t linger because he was gone in a flash.

“Goddamn it.” I walked to the door, blinking away the tears as I closed it and flipped the lock. If he did come back, he’d have to ring the doorbell.

Eventually, he had to come back. Didn’t he? He wouldn’t leave me forever. Right? The idea of doing this alone, of not having Dash to lean on, made my entire body ache. Would we get through this? Together?

We had to. We were better together. Didn’t he see that? Sure, I could do this alone. But I didn’t want to. I wanted Dash.

He couldn’t avoid me forever. Us forever. We lived in the same town. We were having this baby whether he was ready for it or not. Because maybe he’d pegged himself as the fun uncle, but I’d be damned if I let my kid grow up not knowing his or her father.

I wouldn’t let Dash turn into Draven, missing out on his child’s life until it was too late.

Walking to the counter, I pounded a fist on the granite. “Damn him.”

We’d have words. And soon. Before this baby came, Dash was going to man up.

I’d make sure of it.

Determined not to sit here and wallow, I picked up my phone and sent Mom a text, telling her I’d be over for dinner after all; I was feeling better. She replied with a string of happy-face emojis and confetti.

I shut off the lights in my house, taking my purse and a bottle of wine for Mom—I wouldn’t need it for a solid year. Then I went to my parents’ house, enjoying some time with them alone and doing my best not to think about Dash and the baby.

When I got home, I was exhausted and ready to collapse. I was so tired, I barely had my eyes open as I shuffled inside.

The house was dark, but I didn’t need the lights on to find my way to the bedroom. I liked the dark because it hid the basket of laundry on the couch. It hid the glass Dash had left by the sink.

It also hid the figure, cloaked in black, who’d been waiting for me to get home.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Dash

“Morning.” Isaiah came into the garage, running a hand through his short hair. “You’ve been at it for a while. Stay all night?”

“Yep.” I slammed the door of the Mustang, a cleaning cloth in my hand.

After leaving Bryce’s place yesterday evening, I’d taken a long ride. Miles and miles had flown by as I’d tried to wrap my head around the bomb she’d dropped. She’d changed my world with one word. Turned the whole damn thing upside down.

Pregnant.

I couldn’t make that idea stick. We’d been careful. Condoms were required when I was with a woman, no exceptions. And though I would have loved to go bare with Bryce, there was a reason I’d kept us safe.

Some men were designed to be good fathers. Nick was one. But I’d done too many things, violent and vile things, to be a decent dad. No matter what Bryce said, how much I wanted to believe her, I wasn’t good.

I’d fuck up a kid of my own.

All my precautions, my strict rules for condoms, were pointless now.

Within months, I was going to be a father.

And it scared me to death. I didn’t know how to be a father. Look at the example I had to go by. A man who’d led murderers to his wife’s doorstep and kidnappers to his daughter-in-law’s bedroom.

I didn’t want to become my father. Which was a mindfuck since I’d spent thirty-five years following in his footsteps.

I’d joined his club. I’d sat in his chair. I’d taken over his garage when he’d retired. In thirty-five years, would my own kid look at me and wish he or she had forged their own path too?

After the long ride, I’d come back to the garage. It was dark, but Dad and Emmett had still been here, talking over Warrior names. I’d come in, not saying a word, and gotten to work on the Mustang.

Eventually, they’d realized I wasn’t here for talk and they’d left me alone.

The hours flew by as I’d finished the final tasks on the car. Then I’d detailed the inside. I’d do the same to the exterior next and call the client to arrange for pickup.

I needed this car out of my garage. I had this gut feeling that the night I’d fucked Bryce on this Mustang, I’d also gotten her pregnant.

“Got it finished?” Isaiah asked, running his hand over the hood.

“Almost. Sorry if I kept you up last night.” I hadn’t really thought much about Isaiah in his apartment above the garage as I’d been working. The guy had probably heard me crashing around down here all night.

“No worries. I don’t sleep much anyway.”

“Insomnia?”

He shook his head. “Prison.”

Isaiah hadn’t told me much about why he’d been locked up, only that he’d been convicted of manslaughter and spent three years in prison. I hadn’t asked for details. That was how it went here because that was how it had been in the club.

We asked enough to know what kind of man we were dealing with. Then we judged based on character, not past mistakes.

This garage was its own sort of brotherhood—though brother wasn’t the right word, considering Presley was as much a part of this family as Emmett or Leo or Isaiah.

“So, are you, uh . . . you doing all right?” Isaiah asked.

I cleared my throat, ready to brush it off, but the truth came out instead. “Bryce is pregnant.”

His eyes widened. “How do you feel about that?”

I let out a dry laugh. “I have no goddamn clue.”

“And Bryce?”

“I didn’t stick around long enough to ask,” I admitted. I’d fucked up as boyfriend last night. And as expected, I was already fucking up the fatherhood gig too. Tossing my rag to the floor, I leaned against the car. “I don’t know what to do. How to deal with a kid or a pregnant woman.”

“I’ve only known one pregnant woman.” Isaiah paused. “She was . . . special.”

Was. Maybe it was someone he’d known once. But I had a feeling it was someone he’d lost.

“It terrified her,” he said. “The idea of being responsible for another life. She was excited too, but scared. And brave enough to admit it.”

“Terrified seems about the right word.”

“I bet Bryce is too.”

“Yeah.” I hung my head. I’m sure Bryce was scared too. Especially home and alone, dealing with this thing by herself.

What was I doing here? There was one person who held the power to ease my fears. And I wouldn’t find her in the garage.

“I gotta go.” I pushed off the tool bench, waving to Isaiah as I walked out the door. When my phone vibrated in my pocket, I fished it out. An unknown number had sent a text, so I slowed my steps, opening it up to see the picture attached.

That’s when my heart stopped.

Bryce was on her knees. Needles and leaves were scattered on the dirt beneath her jeans, thick tree trunks crowded behind her. The photo was dark but there was enough light to see the terror on her face. Her mouth was gagged with a filthy rag tied around her head. Her eyes were red and her cheeks tearstained.

There was a gun pressed against her temple.

“Oh, Christ.” I stumbled, losing my balance and collapsing on the cement. No.

I took a long breath, trying to focus. Then I turned again to the photo, my eyes narrowing at the person holding the gun. It was a woman. She was in profile, her arm held tight.

Who was she? Why did she have Bryce?

I went back to the text, looking for any kind of message, but there was nothing. Only the picture.

“Dash?” Dad was running my way. I hadn’t heard him drive up. “What’s wrong?”

I blinked, snapping myself out of the haze as he helped me to my feet. Then I shoved the phone into his face. “Who the fuck is that woman?”

“What woman?”

“Her.” I pointed to the picture. “With the gun to Bryce’s head.”

Fear turned to rage. My hands fisted and my heart rate slowed. The murderous feeling I hadn’t had in years came roaring home with a vengeance, settling into my bones. Fury boiled my blood.

That woman was dead, whoever she was. And the person holding the camera. Dead.

“That’s . . .” Dad slid the sunglasses off his face, squinting at the phone. Then his jaw dropped. “Fuck.”

“What?”

“It can’t be.” He shook his head.

“What?” I roared, directly into his ear, making him flinch. “Who the fuck is that woman?”

“Genevieve.” He gulped. “I think—Amina showed me pictures—I think it’s Genevieve.”

“Your daughter?” I seethed. “Your fucking daughter took my woman and held a gun to her head?”

“No, it can’t be. It doesn’t make sense.” Dad ran a hand over his face.

Sense or not, she was dead.

“What’s going on?” Isaiah rushed to my side.

“This.” I showed him the picture. He hadn’t been part of the club, but this was not the time for secrets. Not when I needed to get to Bryce. Isaiah let out a string of curses as I pulled back the phone, calling Emmett. He answered on the second ring. “Get here.”

“Ten minutes.”

I hung up, making the same call to Leo, then turned to Dad. “Why would she take Bryce?”

“I don’t know,” he answered.

“She must know about you. She thinks you killed her mother. Could she have taken Bryce for revenge?”

“No,” he insisted. “She doesn’t know I’m her father. Amina swore she never told her.”

“She lied. This woman fucked her best friend’s husband and stayed quiet about his kid for twenty-something years. I’m not taking her word for gold.”

“Unless Bryce told her already.”

“Doubtful,” I told him. “They weren’t supposed to meet until midmorning. And it’s dark in this picture.”

I risked another glance at the photo, ignoring my rolling stomach. I clung to the fact that Bryce was alive. Or she had been. Was the next text going to be Bryce’s lifeless body?

No. I squeezed my eyes shut, forcing the mental image away until all that was left was black. Bryce had to live. We had things to work out. Things to talk about. A pregnancy to survive.

A kid to raise.

Together.

The roar of an engine came racing to the garage, Leo barreling in and skidding to a halt. Emmett’s ten minutes was less than five as he pulled in moments later.

It didn’t take long to catch them up.

“She must have come in from Denver early,” Leo said. “Waited for Bryce to be alone.”

Alone because I hadn’t been there to protect her. I’d been too busy here, brooding about shit that was just as much my doing as it was hers.

If she survived this, I’d beg for forgiveness.

But maybe we’d all be better off if she didn’t give it to me.

“Fuck!” I roared. Beside me, Isaiah flinched.

This wasn’t happening. Not now. Not to Bryce. She was it for me. She was the woman I hadn’t known I’d needed. My partner in crime. My confidant. My heart. Whoever did this to her would pay. I’d have my vengeance and it would be bloody.

If she didn’t come out of this—no, I couldn’t think like that. She had to come out of this unharmed. And for every scratch, every bruise, I’d deliver the same punishment tenfold.

“It doesn’t make sense.” Dad had been saying that over and over.

“What doesn’t make sense?” I snapped. His muttering was grating on my last nerve.

“Why would she do this? How does she even know about us? If she wanted revenge on me for Amina, why go after Bryce?”

“We’re missing something important,” Emmett said. “She’s mixed up in this somehow. Has probably been since the beginning.”

“And she what, killed her own mother?” Dad huffed. “Doesn’t figure right.”

“What if she was angry at her mom? Maybe Amina and her had a falling out. Someone is holding that camera.” I shook my phone. “She might not have been the one to hold the knife, but we all saw a Warrior break into the clubhouse. My guess is that same Warrior is the one behind this photo. And my sister is calling the shots.”

“What do we do?” Emmett asked. “We can’t sit here and wait. Bryce could be—”

“Don’t.” I held up a hand. “Don’t say it.”

The thoughts in my head were bad enough. I didn’t need him adding horrors to my ears.

“We need to find her. She’s alive.” She had to be alive. I wasn’t living the rest of my life miserable and alone.

I was going to find Bryce, lock her in my house and never leave her side again.

“Dad, call Tucker. Let’s hope he’s got more information than he was letting on.”

He nodded, the phone already out from his pocket.

“Emmett, find out what you can about Genevieve. When she got to Montana. Where she’s been hiding out.”

With one short nod, he ran for the clubhouse.

“There’s something—ahh.” Leo dragged a hand through his hair. “I can’t place it.”

“What?”

“Something’s familiar about that place.”

“What place?”

“Let me see that picture again.” He walked over and took the phone from my hand. Then he narrowed his eyes, his fingers zooming in on the far edge. “There. See it?”

“What am I looking for?”

“That building in the distance. See it?”

I’d been so focused on Bryce and the gun, I hadn’t studied other parts of the photo. But there it was. In the distance, an old log building was nearly invisible within the trees.

“Do you know that place?” I asked Leo.

“It’s familiar.” He closed his eyes, thinking for a few aching seconds. Then his eyes popped open and he snapped his fingers. “It’s up off Castle Creek Road, about an hour from here. Way the fuck up in the mountains on a steep old trail. I haven’t been there in ten years but that building looks like the old Warrior hideaway a couple guys and I staked out back in the day.”

“You’re sure?” We couldn’t afford to drive an hour into the mountains on a hunch. Bryce might not have any extra time, and if a call came in for ransom money, I wanted cell service.

“Yeah, brother. I’m sure.”

Dad came over, his jaw clenched. “Tucker swears it’s not the Warriors.”

“Did he know anything about Genevieve?”

“Nothing.”

“He’s fucking lying,” Leo bit out, ripping the phone out of my hand to show Dad the cabin. “Remember that cabin you had me, Jet and Gunner stake out? This is it.”

“Fucking Tucker,” he cursed.

“I’m going.” I pointed to Leo. “Lead the way.”

“Wait.” Dad grabbed my arm, stopping me. “Could be a trap. Tucker knows we think a Warrior is behind this. He could have taken Bryce. Genevieve. Set it all up.”

“Or Genevieve’s a fucking psycho. Maybe she’s not even your kid. Maybe this has all been one clusterfuck setup because you couldn’t keep your dick behind your zipper. Who knows? What I do know is that Bryce is in danger and I’m going to do whatever it takes to keep her alive. If she’s by that cabin, then that’s where I’m going.”

He blew out a long breath. “I’m coming too.”

“We all just believed Amina’s story, but it might not be true. We’ve been sloppy. We’re all over the damn place and missing something major.” I looked between Dad and Leo. “We’ve been on the defense from the start, and it’s time to remember who we are. No one fucks with us, whether the club is gone or not. Someone’s going to pay for this. Shoot first. Bury later.”

Leo’s face hardened. “Damn straight. Fuck this bitch.”

Dad wasn’t as quick to condemn Genevieve. “I’d like to talk to her.”

“If she hurt Bryce, you’ll have to live with the disappointment.”

This was his chance to pick a side and it had sure as hell better be mine.

“Okay, son.” He slid his sunglasses on his face. “Leo, lead the way.”

Our boots pounded on the pavement as we went to our bikes. As I walked, I called Emmett, telling him to leave the clubhouse and catch up. As I shoved my phone in my pocket, movement at my side caught my eye.

“I’ll come too.” Isaiah was running toward his motorcycle.

Shit. This could get ugly and probably wasn’t the place for him. “No, you stay.”

“Please. Let me help.”

I didn’t have time to argue. “Your bike ready?”

“It’ll keep up.”

“Good. Because we’re riding hard.” I got to my bike and unlocked the storage compartment under the seat. I took out my Glock, tucking it into the waistband of my jeans. Then I took out another pistol, handing it to Isaiah. “You know how to use this?”

“Yeah.”

“You get a clear shot, you take it.”

I didn’t care how much blood was spilled today.

As long as it didn’t belong to Bryce.


Chapter Twenty-Four


Bryce

“Dash will come for me.” I clenched my fists, pulling on the duct tape that bound them behind my back.

“I’m counting on it.” The man standing before me, dressed in black, crossed his arms over his chest. “Now shut up.”

I clamped my teeth together—my molars grinding so hard they could have pulverized diamonds. I wasn’t obeying his order. I was freezing cold and wanted to keep them from chattering. My toes and fingers had gone numb hours ago. At least, I think it had been hours. I had no idea what time it was. The sun was up but not high enough to burn the chill that clung to the misty forest air.

Beside me, Genevieve sniffled. Her arm was pressed against mine, trembling. She was shaking head to toe, the body-racking kind of shakes that were pure fear.

Hours ago, I’d been scared too. When I’d been taken from my home and shoved in the trunk of a car, I’d been terrified. I’d cried until there were no more tears.

Then, lying in the dark trunk, my hands and ankles bound, the fear had vanished. I couldn’t afford to be afraid. I had another life counting on me to get my shit together.

My anger was keeping me alive. It kept my blood from turning to ice, fueling the fire in my heart. Because I had to hang on. To fight. I was finally getting a piece of the future I’d hoped for, a child I would love unconditionally. This asshole wasn’t going to take that away from me.

Fuck this guy. He was the same man who’d broken into the Tin Gypsy clubhouse. I assumed as much based on his clothing. He wore black jeans and a black long-sleeved thermal. His ski mask covered his hair and his face. Black leather gloves stretched tight across his hands. And he wore a cut with the outdated Warrior logo on the back.

His eyes were covered with sunglasses, even in the dim light, the lenses and frames black. He showed no skin except for plain lips poking through the mask.

He was of average build, meaning even if we managed to get out of this situation—unlikely—there’d be no providing the police any identifying information. His dedication to keeping himself hidden actually gave me hope. If he was just going to kill us, why hide?

Maybe I was grasping for hope.

Around us, the forest was shadowed and eerie. The smell of pine and earth was heavy. This place he’d brought us to was so thick with evergreens, I doubted it ever got bright.

It was creepy as hell, but the low light might work to our advantage if we could figure out an escape. Maybe we could hide under some bushes or something. I grimaced at the thought of curling up with decaying leaves and needles.

Behind us, there was an old cabin tucked into the trees. I’d spotted it when he’d pulled us out of the trunk. It was menacing and the windows were blacked out like someone had boarded it up a decade ago and forgotten it existed. It was straight out of a horror movie, the type of place where human bodies were butchered in the basement. If I did get free, I’d be heading in the opposite direction of that cabin.

A phone chimed in the man’s pocket. He turned away from Genevieve and me, disappearing deeper into the trees where we couldn’t see him anymore.

But he was there. Waiting. Watching.

“What’s he going to do to us?” Genevieve asked through chattering teeth.

“I don’t know,” I whispered. “But just hang tight.”

Dash would find us. This guy had set it up that way. He wanted Dash to find me. But why? And why Genevieve? How had he known about her? Why was she here?

After the man had taken me from my house, he’d loaded me in the trunk, and I’d been jostled around as he took turn after turn, probably navigating through town. Then the whirl of tires against the asphalt became high-pitched as he sped down a smooth stretch of road.

Exhausted and emotionally wrecked, I fell asleep. Maybe for ten minutes, maybe an hour, I wasn’t sure. I jolted awake when we stopped. I waited, barely breathing as his car door slammed, but he didn’t come for me.

I waited, my heart hammering in my chest, until finally, the trunk opened. I squinted against the parking lot light above the car, adjusting my vision just in time to see the man heft another struggling body into the trunk.

Genevieve, gagged and bound, took one look at my face and stilled. We had only enough time to recognize each other before he slammed the trunk closed and the light was gone. We were sandwiched in tight with no room to move even though the trunk was larger than that of any car I’d owned.

With the gags, neither of us could talk. Instead, we both cried silent tears for hours until the car slowed and we were bounced around on a road so bumpy it couldn’t have been paved.

It was still dark when he hauled us both from the car, threatening to slit our throats if we tried to run. With the enormous knife sheathed on his belt, I believed him.

Then he made us walk uphill for what felt like a mile, bringing us to this spot and shoving me to my knees. He untied Genevieve and put a gun in her hand, promising it was unloaded so she shouldn’t try anything. Then he pushed her into position so the gun touched my temple in her shaky grip.

Her gag was stripped. The tape was removed from her wrists and ankles. And he told her to hold still. Stop fucking crying.

After all, Genevieve was supposed to look like my murderer.

He took a few pictures, then taped her up again, setting us both next to this tree. Thankfully, he pulled off my gag too. We didn’t need them. Out here, no one would hear us if we screamed.

He disappeared for a while, but I knew he hadn’t gone far. If we tried to run for it, he’d see. If we tried to get our hands free, he’d see.

So we sat, both of us in shock, until he returned and stood over us, watching silently.

I kept my head down, not wanting to provoke him. Every minute, we got colder. I was in flip-flops from dinner at my parents’ place. Genevieve was barefoot and in a pair of black silk pajama pants. He must have taken her from the hotel where she’d been staying in Bozeman. Her white top was thin but at least it had long sleeves. The back was open, showing her strappy green sports bra. When she leaned forward, there were angry red scratches from the tree’s bark on her skin.

Her feet were practically raw from the long walk through the forest.

She sniffled. “Why is this happening?”

I leaned toward her, letting my temple rest on top of her head. It was the best hug I could give her at the moment. “I need to tell you something.”

“What?” Her body tensed even as she trembled.

“When I came to Denver, you told me something. You said your mom always called your father Prez. Well, that nickname was familiar and I . . . well, I sort of figured out who your father is.”

Her head pulled away from mine. Her eyes got impossibly wide. “You did? Who?”

“Before I tell you, please keep an open mind. I know you don’t have any reason to trust me, but I’m begging you to trust me.”

She gave me a slight nod. “Tell me.”

I took a deep breath, then blurted, “Draven Slater did not kill your mother. I’m sure of it. I don’t have proof, but from the bottom of my soul, I think he genuinely cared for your mother and would not have harmed her.”

Her eyes narrowed. “The police have evidence. He killed her. He lured her to that motel and stabbed her to death.”

“She asked him to come to the motel because she had something to tell him. He’s your fa—”

“No.” She closed her eyes, shaking her head.

“I’m sorry. It’s true. He’s your father. Your mother asked him to come to the motel to tell him about you.”

“No,” she hissed, the word a combination of anger and despair.

“Draven was the president of a motorcycle club. They called him Prez.”

“That nickname could be for anything.”

“Genevieve.” I gave her a sad smile. “You have his eyes and his hair. You even look a little bit like Dash.”

“Who’s Dash?”

“My boyfriend. And your half brother.”

She leaned away from me, twisting to look the other direction. Either I’d done the right thing by telling her the truth, or I’d pushed her too far. I only hoped that she’d inherited some of Draven’s strength because when I made a run for it, she was coming with me.

“I think this guy, the one who took us, is the one who killed your mom.”

She shook her head, her eyes still squeezed shut. When she opened them, a new wash of tears fell. “Why?”

“I think it has something to do with Draven’s motorcycle club. Some old grudge that never got settled. Somehow, we landed right in the middle of it.”

She swallowed hard, sucking the tears back. “I just wanted to see Mom’s grave.”

“You will.” I scooted into her side. “We’ll get out of here. Dash will come for us.”

I only hoped it wouldn’t be too late.

We sat quietly, Genevieve’s head probably spinning and mine frantic for some way to escape. I could run with my hands bound but not my ankles.

“Do you think he can see us?” I whispered.

“Maybe. But I can’t see him.”

“We have to get our legs free. He used duct tape. We can probably unwind it or cut it or something. But if he can see us, I don’t want to try.”

“Let’s go pee.”

“Right here?” Gross.

“Let’s tell him we have to pee. Maybe he’ll untie our legs.”

“Oh.” I relaxed. “Good idea.”

My leg was falling asleep and tingling, but changing position seemed to make the cold seep deeper into my bones. We waited until the man emerged from behind a tree about fifty feet away. I hadn’t seen him duck behind it. He walked toward us with sure strides, a man confident his infallible plan was coming together.

Chances were, it probably was. We were probably going to die today, but not without a fight.

“I need to pee,” I said as he got closer.

“Then pee.”

“Here?” I gaped. “And sit in it?”

He shrugged. Minus a few words here and there, he’d been mostly mute.

“No, thank you.” I gritted my teeth again, the anger roaring to new life. I wasn’t a violent person, but damn, I wanted to steal this guy’s knife and stab him in the eyeball. I squirmed. “Please? Call it a last request. Don’t make me die covered in urine.”

“Fine.” He took that enormous knife from its leather sleeve and brought it over. The metal seemed to find the only flicker of sunlight, glinting as it came toward my legs. One fast swipe and my ankles were free.

“Can I go too?” Genevieve looked at him with those big eyes, weepy and seemingly pathetic. She put on quite the act.

He swiped the tape at her legs too, then motioned for us to stand.

My legs were wobbly and stiff, my arms tingling with sleep. Walking would have been hard on a flat surface, let alone the uneven ground of the forest floor. Running would be disastrous. Shit. Even if we could catch a break and slip free, it wouldn’t take much for him to catch us again.

Was this hopeless? Were we going to die soon?

The man took his gun from his holster and pointed it at my nose as I found my balance. “Go.”

I nodded, shuffling two steps away. “What about my hands? I can’t get my jeans undone.”

He frowned and came over, but instead of releasing my hands, he jerked the button and zipper on my jeans free and dragged them down to my knees. He did the same for Genevieve.

It was humiliating, having this man see me squat, my bare ass freezing in the cold air. Genevieve took her steps in the opposite direction. Her eyes squeezed shut as she squatted.

I did the same, pretending I was hovering over a toilet in The Betsy, not a pinecone. When we were done and he’d yanked our pants back in place, he pushed us back into the tree.

Please don’t tape us again.

He reached for the backpack he’d brought, likely going for the tape.

“You sent that picture to Dash, didn’t you?” I hoped the question would distract him. Maybe if I could keep him talking, he’d forget the tape.

“I did. Left him enough clues to find your body.”

My heart jumped into my throat. “You’re going to kill us and leave us here?”

“Just you.” He pointed to Genevieve with the gun. “Dash will kill her for killing you.”

I didn’t need to ask why. This asshole was clearly good at framing others for murder, and he was banking on the fact that Dash would take his revenge, that no matter how much Genevieve pleaded and begged for her life, he’d kill her.

“But why her? She didn’t do anything.”

He stared at her and the muscles in his face behind the mask seemed to tense. “I have my reasons.”

This had to be about Amina, right? Her murder had started this whole thing. I’d thought all along she was the key, but I was missing the connecting piece.

How had this man known when Genevieve was going to be in Montana? Did he know she was Draven’s daughter? The paper hadn’t gone out yet. If he did know, it meant someone in the garage had been talking.

But I couldn’t believe that Emmett or Leo would let it slip. Had Draven told anyone? Maybe he’d confided in an old friend that he was a father to an unknown daughter.

Dad’s face popped into my mind. Did he wonder why I hadn’t shown up at the paper for delivery prep this morning? Was he worried? Whatever happened, I hoped Mom and Dad knew I loved them. If I did die today, I was glad we’d had dinner last night. A few hours, just the three of us.

I pushed away the thought of never seeing them again and focused on keeping this guy talking. He hadn’t gotten out the tape yet. “Are you doing all this to start up an old war between clubs?”

“Not start. Win.”

Then what was he waiting for? Why not kill us now and disappear? I wasn’t sure how much time had passed since he’d sent Dash the picture, but it had to have been at least an hour.

He shoved his gun in his jeans and took out his phone. “Think we’ve waited long enough.”

“For what?” I asked.

He nodded to Genevieve. “For them to find her and kill her. Can’t have her get too far away.”

Genevieve flinched, leaning closer to my side.

“Stand up.” He reached for Genevieve, dragging her to her feet.

Then he did the same to me, hauling me up so fast I was dizzy. My heart raced. We needed more time.

Hot streaks raced down my cheeks. Tears streamed down Genevieve’s too.

“Get on your knees,” he ordered, taking out his pistol.

I was too scared to defy him. I dropped onto my knees but kept my eyes on Genevieve. She was going to see the worst, wasn’t she? He’d make her pull the trigger. He’d make her see the blood and watch me die.

I gave her a sad smile. “It’s okay.”

A sob escaped her lips and her shoulders shook violently as he cut the tape to free her hands.

The man wrapped his arms around her, making her cry out. She fought him, twisting and turning, but he was too strong. With a tight squeeze, he held her to his body until she gave up the fight. One by one, he put her fragile hands on the gun. She shook her head, over and over, her hair falling into her face.

I was glad for it. I didn’t want her to see.

I closed my eyes, challenging my thoughts to my lower belly. I’m sorry, tiny one. I’m so sorry.

In my mind, I pictured a little girl. She had hazel eyes and unruly hair. She had a wide smile and soft cheeks. She’d squeal when Dash threw her into the air and giggle on the way down.

I blew out a deep breath, holding my chin high. I was here because I’d wanted a story. The story of my lifetime. Everyone had warned me away from the Tin Gypsies, and I hadn’t listened. I could be safe and home, right now. I could be at the newspaper, working alongside Dad.

But I wouldn’t regret my choices. I’d do it all over again for the chance to fall in love with Dash Slater.

Another sob broke from Genevieve’s mouth and I blocked it out. I stayed in my happy place, imagining his face. How it felt to fall asleep in his arms. I was there, curled against him in my bed, when the trigger squeezed and a bullet ripped through the gun.

The boom made my entire body seize. I’d expected nothingness. Death.

But as a fresh wave of cold crept up my skin, I opened my eyes to find the world moving in slow motion.

Genevieve slumped in the man’s grasp, sliding her hands free of the gun. Her knees landed hard on the dirt.

The man kept hold of the gun, cursing as he swung the barrel toward the trees. He fired, the blast making me flinch.

“Bryce!” Genevieve reached for me, taking my arm as I struggled to stand.

“Go.” I nudged her with my shoulder. “Run!”

Another gun fired. The shot whizzed by us and the bullet slammed into the tree at my back. The bark flew, sticking into my hair.

“Go, Genevieve,” I said as we both rushed for the trees.

She kept a grip on my arm, lending me her balance. One second, her hand was there, the next she was flying backward. The man had grabbed her by the hair, pulling her to his front as a human shield.

“No!” I spun to go back for her, but more bullets went flying. Two from the man’s gun, another from the distance. It slammed into his shoulder, making him stagger.

“Dash!” I screamed, knowing he was out there.

“Get out of there, Bryce.” His voice came from deep in the trees.

Genevieve ripped herself away from the man and took off in the other direction, sprinting toward the old cabin.

I couldn’t follow her, not if I wanted to get free.

Another bullet went flying and I wasted no more time. I ran, tripping on branches and doing my best to stay upright with my hands behind my back. My hair snagged in my mouth as I kept looking forward at my path and backward for the man.

He was moving my way, his gun outstretched as he ducked behind a tree.

I did the same, hoping he’d lose sight of me. When I looked back again, he was gone. Where is he? I checked to my left, then my right. I looked over my shoulder again but there were only trees.

But he was out there.

Too busy looking for my kidnapper, I didn’t watch where I was running. My flip-flop caught on a rock and the forest became a blur. This is going to hurt. I braced for impact, except I didn’t fall.

Dash caught me.

A sob broke free from my chest as his arms wrapped around me, pulling me to my feet.

“Are you hurt?” His hands touched me from head to toe. The touch was almost too hot against my frozen skin.

“No,” I croaked, collapsing into his warmth. “No, I’m okay.”

He pulled me in closer, his hands running up and down my back to create some friction. “You’re freezing.”

I nodded, huddling into his body and letting my knees give way.

He held me tight, speaking over my head. “Find them and kill them.”

Them? Had there been two kidnappers? I’d only seen the one man. Had someone else helped him take me and Gen—

“No. Stop.” My teeth chattered so loud they rattled in my ears. I found the strength to stand, pushing away from Dash. Isaiah and Leo were only a few feet away. “It’s not her.”

“She tried to kill you,” Dash snapped.

“No.” I shook my head. “It’s not her. He took her. He posed it all. It’s him. Find him.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure. Don’t hurt her. Please, help her.”

Draven and Emmett came running over from the trees at our other side.

“Find him,” Dash ordered when they reached our huddle. “Whatever it takes.”

Draven put one hand on my shoulder. The other was holding a gun. They were all holding guns. Dash had one behind my back, in the hand of the arm holding me up.

“Genevieve ran toward the cabin.” I spotted it in the distance. “Don’t let him get her again.”

“I’ll find her,” Isaiah said.

Dash nodded. “I need to get Bryce out of here.”

“Go.” Draven jerked his chin toward Leo and Emmett and the three of them began creeping through the trees, their guns extended and ready to fire.

I lost sight of them in seconds.

Dash ducked behind me, bringing his teeth to my wrist and tearing a slit in the tape. He ripped it all free, probably taking some hair along with it, but I was so cold, I didn’t feel the sting. Then he scooped me into his arms and carried me away.

I curled into his warm chest. “H-how did you find us?”

I knew the man had left enough clues for him to get to us, but he must have come faster than expected. Otherwise, I’d be dead and they’d be hunting Genevieve.

“Talk later.”

“Okay,” I whispered, closing my eyes as he walked.

He stopped only once to shift my weight in his arms on the long walk to where he’d parked his bike. It was no wonder we hadn’t heard their engines. And now it made sense why Dash was so warm and his T-shirt slightly damp. They must have sprinted through the woods.

“Here.” He set me down next to his bike, running his hands up and down my bare arms. Then he dug into a compartment on the bike, pulling out a sweatshirt and yanking it over my head.

“Thanks.” My muscles were convulsing from the cold, adrenaline leaving my system.

“Kick off your flip-flops.”

“Huh?” I asked as he began toeing off his boots. “W-what are you doing?”

Dash didn’t answer. He took off his socks and guided me to the bike’s seat. Then he put his socks on my feet, stowing my flip-flops away. “Just an hour. Hold on for an hour, baby, and we’ll be home. Can you make it?”

“Yeah.”

He kissed my forehead. “Goddamn, you’re tough. Strongest woman I’ve ever known.”

I had a lot to live for.

I settled behind him on the bike’s seat, wrapping myself around his broad back and pressing my cheek to his shoulder. The smell of his shirt—the fabric softener, the wind, the spice of his sweat—filled my nose and chased away the forest stink.

“You found me,” I whispered in a voice I didn’t think he’d hear over the engine.

Dash twisted, taking my face in his hands and dropping his forehead to mine. “And I’m never letting you go.”


Chapter Twenty-Five


Dash

“Hold on, baby.” I pinned Bryce’s hand to my chest, driving whenever I could with one hand. “We’re almost there.”

Bryce nodded against my shoulder. Her entire body was shaking. It had been like that for the last thirty miles into Clifton Forge and I was worried that she might be on the edge of getting hypothermia. Or worse, that the stress that bastard had put her through had hurt the baby.

Damn it. The bike was a habit and had been faster, but I should have stopped and taken my truck.

We were close to my house, so close that I wanted to gun it and just get there. But I was nervous she’d fall. Except for the few times when I’d had to use both hands to get us around a tight corner or a rough patch on the mountain, I’d been holding her to me for most of the ride. A few times, her weight had gotten so heavy on my back, I’d looked over my shoulder to see she was nearly asleep, so I’d woken her up.

She was exhausted.

When my house came into view, I exhaled. Finally. I pulled into the driveway and onto the grass, parking next to the front porch. I shut off the bike and slowly unwrapped Bryce’s arms from around me, then I stood, making sure to keep a grip on her hand.

“Where are we?” Her gaze was slow and heavy as she took in the house.

“My place.” I scooped her up and walked to the door. Her forehead felt like ice when she burrowed it into my neck.

Walking straight for the master bathroom, I didn’t set her down as I turned on the shower to lukewarm. We’d slowly crank the temperature until the steam seeped into her bones and chased away the cold.

Should I have taken her to the hospital?

Carefully, I set her on the vanity between the double sinks. As she glanced around, her lips nearly blue, I began to pull off her clothing.

The chattering in her teeth was gone. Either she had warmed up a little or things were much worse.

“This is nice,” she whispered. “Not what I expected.”

I was too focused on getting off her clothes to respond.

She’d probably expected a bachelor’s bathroom with towels tossed on the floor and toothpaste splatters on the sinks and mirrors. But I’d spent a lot of time and money designing this place. I had a heated marble tile floor and coordinating countertops. The tiled, walk-in shower could hold five people with room to spare. There were double spouts and a rainfall head in the center.

The socks I’d put on her were on the floor, the sweatshirt gone. When I stripped off her shirt and bra, she pulled her arms in tight. Her skin wasn’t its normal smooth, creamy color. It was dotted with purple and covered in tight, angry goose bumps.

“Can you stand?” When she nodded, I picked her up and set her gently on her feet. Then I went to work on her jeans, unzipping them and pulling them down her legs, taking her panties along with them.

She stood there naked and shivering while I stepped back and whipped off my own clothes.

Bryce pressed a hand to my bare chest as I undid my jeans. “You’re cold too.”

Was I? I didn’t feel cold. From the moment that picture had hit my phone, fear had made me numb.

“Slowly.” I took her hand, helping her into the shower and under the spray. She winced when the water hit her skin. It felt room temperature to me, not even warm enough to create steam. “Too hot?”

“It’ll be okay.” She squeezed her eyes shut and the pain on her face nearly broke me.

“I’m sorry.” I wrapped her into my arms, pulling her into my body as the water ran over her shoulders. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” she said into my chest, giving me her weight.

We stood there, holding on to one another until she began to relax. Then I turned up the hot water, making adjustments every few minutes until we were cloaked in a box of steam and it was hard to even see her face.

Only when my fingers and toes began to loosen did I realize how cold I’d been too. The morning air had been cool on the race to the mountain, but adrenaline, my temper and worst-case scenarios had kept me from freezing. Then I’d been running. Literally. The guys and I had parked nearly a mile away from the cabin, hoping we’d be able to hide the sound of our bikes. Then we’d made a sprint for it.

I’d never run a mile faster in my life. And each time I’d checked, Emmett, Leo and Isaiah were right on pace, keeping up as we’d dodged trees and fallen limbs. Even Dad had kept up, showing that his daily workout wasn’t for nothing.

Christ, we’d gotten lucky. We’d gotten a jump on the guy, though as I’d dashed through the forest, my gun drawn, I’d been hunting for Genevieve, not a man cloaked in black.

What the hell had happened? When Bryce was warm, we’d talk. But for now, I was simply glad my heart was climbing down from my throat.

When the hot air filled my lungs, they loosened. The muscles in my arms relaxed. And as the color came back to Bryce’s face, some of my fears washed down the drain.

I kept her in the shower until we’d nearly run the hot water heater through. “Warmer?”

She nodded. “Much.”

“Good.” I tipped her head under the spray, then took some shampoo, massaging it in her hair and rinsing it out.

She’d smell like me today, but soon we’d get her stuff. I’d clear one of the built-in ledges for her. She could have all the space she wanted because she was here now.

Bryce was home.

She was my home.

When she was clean, I quickly scrubbed my hair, washing away the smell of panic and wind from the ride. Then I stepped out first, grabbing a towel to dry off.

“Give me your hand.” I extended my own, helping her onto the bathmat as she turned off the water.

“I can do it,” she said as I kneeled to towel off her legs.

“Let me.” I looked up at her from my knees. “Please.”

She ran a hand through my damp hair. “Okay.”

I closed my eyes, savoring that light touch. A few hours ago, I was sure I wouldn’t feel it ever again. My throat burned; a sting hit my chest. It was too much. Emotion. Fear. Love. How the hell did I process it all?

Clearing my throat, forcing it all down, I focused on my task, making sure every drop of water was gone from her skin. I squeezed the water from her hair until it was as dry as I could get with only a towel.

“Do you have a comb or br—Dash,” she gasped as I scooped her into my arms. “I can walk.”

“I need this, baby.”

“Okay.” She burrowed in close like she had earlier, this time not for the heat but for the touch.

I took her to my bed, ripping back the white down comforter I’d made flat yesterday morning. The morning before I’d known Bryce was pregnant. Before I’d spent the night working in the garage. Before she’d been taken.

That was on me. Forever, this whole thing was on me. And I’d spend forever making it up to her.

Settling Bryce under my sheet, I tucked us both in tight, turning her so I could press my chest against her back.

“Do you know . . . did they find Genevieve?” Her voice was scared and quiet.

“Don’t know yet, babe. Emmett will let me know, but in this case, no news is good news. Okay?”

Bryce clutched my arms as I wrapped them around her. She threaded her legs into mine. And there, when I could kiss the skin on her shoulder, I let one of my hands slide down and splay my fingers over her belly.

“Do you think it’s okay? The baby?”

Her breath hitched. “I hope so.”

“Me too.”

“Do you?” she whispered. “You said—”

“I know. I said I didn’t want to be a father. When you told me last night, I didn’t know what to say. How to react. The truth is . . . I’m fucking scared, babe.”

“So am I.”

I hugged her tighter. “You are?”

“Yeah. This wasn’t something I planned. I thought—hoped—maybe one day, when the timing was right. When I was married and settled. This was unexpected but . . . but I can’t say I don’t want to be a mother.”

Bryce would be a wonderful mother. She’d fight for her child—our child—like a warrior. She’d hold a firm hand. She’d give her love unconditionally. And I wanted her to have that chance.

I wanted to be along for the ride.

“What if—the stress of all this—” She sighed. “What if something happened?”

It was on our minds and neither of us would stop worrying. We might lie here, warm and quiet, but our minds were racing. Screaming what if.

Fuck it. I whipped off the covers, bouncing out of bed.

“What are you doing?” Bryce asked as I opened up a drawer in the walnut dresser in the bedroom.

“Let’s go to the doctor.”

“Now?”

“Now.” I took out a pair of jeans. “We gotta know.”

She was out of bed in a flash. “I don’t know if the hospital here will have the right equipment. It’s so early.”

“Then we’ll drive to Bozeman.” I crossed the room and pulled her into my arms. “Before the day is over, we’ll know.”

Rather than make her pull on the clothes she’d been wearing, I found a pair of sweats. The waistband was rolled to cinch them around her waist, the legs folded up so she wouldn’t walk on the hems. And then I pulled a T-shirt and my favorite Harley-Davidson black hoodie over her head.

“You’re beautiful.” Dressed in my clothes, her hair damp and limp, her eyes red and tired, she’d never looked better.

“I’m a wreck.”

I kissed her forehead. “Gorgeous. Ready?”

“No,” she confessed. “I don’t want bad news.”

“Me neither.” With our hands linked, I led her into the garage and to my truck.

She took one look at it and her shoulders relaxed. “Thank God. I need a break from your bike.”

I chuckled and loaded her into the passenger seat. She rolled her eyes as I buckled her seat belt but let me help her all the same. With the heat cranked up, I drove through town to the hospital. We marched right to the emergency room, and two hours later, Bryce and I were back in the truck.

I took her hand, pulling it across the console to kiss her knuckles. Then I stretched to cup her cheek, using my thumb to dry a tear falling from her beautiful eyes. “You good?”

“Yeah.” She sniffed, the tears still falling. Then she smiled, the relief and joy hitting me square in the chest. Sweet relief. “I mean, a lot could still go wrong but—”

“It won’t.”

They’d called in the OB/GYN for us, the doctor who delivered all the babies in Clifton Forge. First, he’d ordered a blood test. Then he had wheeled in a cart, covered a wand with a condom and done an ultrasound of her womb. From everything the doctor could see, there weren’t any risks to the pregnancy at the moment. We stuck around, waiting for the blood test. When he confirmed hormone levels were where they needed to be and they’d picked up a heartbeat on the ultrasound, we were sent home.

And yeah, shit could still go wrong. But I wasn’t going to think like that.

“I need to call my parents. I’m sure my dad is worried since I didn’t show up for Sunday delivery.”

“Want to just go to their house?”

“Not like this. I’m a mess and they’ll worry. Can I borrow your phone?”

“Sure, babe.” I handed it over and let her call as we sat in the parking lot. She assured them she was fine and that she’d explain everything later. When the call ended, I pulled away from the hospital, driving to my house again.

“Should we go to the garage?” she asked. “I want to make sure Genevieve is okay.”

“Dad will come to my place. Let’s start there.”

“Okay.” She was so tired, her eyes drooped as we drove. But when we arrived home and there were three bikes in the driveway, she sat up straight.

I pulled into the garage and helped her inside where Dad, Leo and Emmett were already waiting in my living room. Leading Bryce to a couch, I sat down and put her right at my side.

“Did you get him?” Bryce asked before anyone else could speak.

Dad’s jaw clenched as he shook his head.

“Fucking bastard,” Leo hissed from the leather chair across from us. “We were close. Followed his trail right up past the cabin, but then he just disappeared. He had to know that area.”

“Goddamn it,” I growled as Bryce tensed. The last thing we needed was this guy still breathing. If he came after Bryce again, he wouldn’t find her alone.

“We split up and searched the area,” Emmett said. “Then hightailed it back to the road in case he got around us but then had to leave.”

“Why?”

“Fire.” Dad shook his head. “Fucker must have torched the cabin to cover his tracks. We saw smoke billowing up from the trees, knew we had to report it. We called it in to the forest service, then got the hell out of there before the authorities showed up.”

“And Genevieve?” Bryce asked. “Where is she?”

“We don’t know.” Dad shook his head. “When we got back to our bikes, Isaiah’s was already gone. Figured we’d find him at the garage but it’s empty. Tried calling him but he’s not answering.”

“What if the guy got her?” Bryce clutched my hand. “We have to find her.”

“Isaiah wouldn’t leave the mountain if he didn’t have her with him. He ran right after her.”

Except they should have been here already. With the time it had taken me to get Bryce home and shower, then for us to go to the doctor, Isaiah should have had Genevieve back in town by now.

I shot Dad a look, silently conveying my worry. With one nod, I knew he felt the same. But I didn’t want to worry Bryce even more.

“He probably took her someplace to get warm,” I assured her. “We’ll give them thirty minutes to call back. Then we’ll go looking.”

“Okay.” She nodded.

“All right. Since we’ve got thirty minutes”—Dad faced Bryce—“what happened?”

“I went to my parents’ house for dinner last night. It was almost dark when I got home. I was tired and didn’t bother turning on the lights because . . . I was tired. I just wanted to go to bed.” She sucked in a ragged breath. “Then he was there. I tried to fight him off but he was too strong. He taped my hands and ankles together, gagged me so tight I could barely swallow. Then he hauled me out the back door to the alley. No one would have seen us out there, not in my neighborhood. Everyone’s asleep after seven. He stuffed me in the back of a car. In the trunk.”

My stomach pitched. She’d been in a trunk? This fucker was dead. He’d put my woman in a trunk. If I had just been there, if I hadn’t left after she’d told me she was pregnant, none of this would have happened.

“It’s not your fault,” she whispered, lacing her fingers with mine as she read my thoughts.

“Should have been there.”

“He would have found another way. This was planned. He wanted you to think Genevieve had taken me so you’d go after her.”

“Why?” Emmett asked. “Did he say why?”

Bryce shook her head. “Just that he wanted to win an old war.”

“The Warriors,” Leo bit out. “Tucker lied to us.”

“You’re right,” I said. “It has to be the Warriors, but Tucker isn’t the kind of man who would hide his intentions. If he had a beef with us, he’d own it. Hell, he’d brag about fucking us over. So why hide behind a ruse? Why try to frame Genevieve? How did he even know about her?”

“My gut says it’s not the Warriors.” Dad stood, moving to stand in front of the fireplace. “That Tucker’s been telling the truth from the beginning. This is someone else. Someone knows I went to meet with Amina that night. He knows she—we—had a daughter and went after Genevieve too. Bottom line, this is all about me. Making me pay.”

“Who?” Emmett asked. “We’ve been trying to come up with a target for a damn month and we’re no closer now than we were the day you got arrested.”

“What else happened?” I asked Bryce. “After he loaded you into the trunk, what else happened?”

“We drove,” she said. “For a long time. Then he parked and got out. It was a while later that he came back with Genevieve.”

“Bozeman. Bet he took you to Bozeman to grab Genevieve after her flight got in. Probably took her from the hotel. Which meant he had to know she was coming. Do you know who else she told about coming here?”

Bryce shook her head. “As far as I know, it was just me. But if he was watching—I don’t know, can you hack someone’s credit card transactions?”

“Yeah,” Emmett told her. “It doesn’t take much.”

“That makes me feel safe,” she muttered.

I’d wait until a different day to tell her Emmett had broken into her accounts the day after she’d shown up at the garage.

“Let’s find out what hotel Genevieve was at. Maybe they have video footage of him taking her.” Though I wouldn’t hold my breath. This guy was smart. He’d taken precautions. Even in the mountains, he’d been covered head to toe. “Did he show his face?”

“No.” Bryce’s shoulders fell. “Not once.”

“Then he took you up to the mountains, right?” Dad asked.

“Yep. He made us pose for the picture. He said he wanted you guys to find me dead because then you’d kill Genevieve. He had me on my knees. The gun . . .” She swallowed hard. “The gun was to my head. I really thought that was it. Thank God, it wasn’t. I guess you got there faster than he’d expected.”

“Did he . . .” I swallowed hard. “Did he hurt you?”

“No.” She gave me a sad smile. “He pushed me and Genevieve around, but nothing more.”

Other than trying to kill her.

He’d die for that. Except we’d missed our shot. “Fuck, I wish I hadn’t missed.”

When was the last time I’d missed a target? Years. But I hadn’t shot a gun in a year either. I needed to fit in time at the range. I’d been so close with my shot, but after sprinting up the mountain, my heart had been racing. Then to see the guy holding Genevieve, I’d made a split-second decision to shoot at him instead of Genevieve.

“I’m just glad you didn’t shoot Genevieve,” Bryce said. “Where are they? Can you call them again?”

Dad took out his phone and made the call. He didn’t leave the room as he pressed it to his ear. The rings were loud enough for us to hear until they ended and he dropped the phone. “No answer.”

Shit. Something had gone wrong. Maybe this guy had caught up to Isaiah? I didn’t want to drag Bryce along to go find them, but it might come to that. I wasn’t leaving her alone or in anyone else’s care.

“After he got Genevieve, did you go anywhere else?” Emmett asked her.

“No, we drove right to the mountain. He made us walk to the spot where you found us.”

“Any trace of a car up there?” I asked Leo.

“None. Wherever he parked, it was far. Probably a trail we don’t know about.”

“Did you get a look at the car? Maybe a license plate?”

Bryce shook her head. “He took us out, faced us away, and I didn’t even think to look at the plates. The car was nothing special. It was a typical black sedan. Sorry.”

“It’s okay, babe.” I put my arm around her shoulders. “You did good.”

She’d lived. That was all she’d had to do. She’d fought. And when it was time, she’d run.

“He seemed so determined. Angry. This is . . . personal. It has to be someone you know,” she told us. “I could feel it, when we were up there. He hates you.”

Dad’s eyes met mine. Who?

We’d been asking that question for a month.

“If we haven’t figured it out by now, we’re not going to today.” I stood from the couch, pulling Bryce to her feet. “We need to find Isaiah. Let’s check the garage first.”

“Wait.” She tugged on my hand. “Don’t you think we should go to the cops and tell them about the kidnapping?”

I looked to Emmett and Leo, both shaking their heads. I sighed, turning to Bryce. “Babe, I know you trust Marcus. But I think this would be better kept between us.”

“Why? We’re trying to prove that Draven is innocent here. To show reasonable doubt that someone is out to frame him. If me being kidnapped makes them investigate, then shouldn’t we try?”

“They won’t find anything. If we didn’t, they won’t.” And if the cops were involved, I wouldn’t get the vengeance I wanted against the man who’d taken her.

She narrowed her gaze. “You don’t know that.”

“I do,” I said gently. “I’m not saying they aren’t good at their jobs, but no matter how hard they tried, they never pinned much on the Gypsies. We’re just . . . better than they are. We don’t have to follow the same rules.”

“What if we don’t find who took me? He can’t get away with it, Dash.”

“He won’t,” I promised. “But we’ll have an easier time finding him if we’re not worried about Marcus in the middle of everything. If we bring in the cops, we’ll be constantly worried they’ll stumble onto something they shouldn’t. Some secrets need to stay secret. If they’re hovering over us, it’ll cripple us. Trust me. Please?”

Her face softened. “Okay.”

“Come on.” I put my arm around her shoulders. “Let’s go to the garage and find Isaiah.”

Except when we got there, it was deserted. Open and empty, the way we’d left it this morning. It seemed like years, not hours, since I’d been working on the Mustang.

“Where are they?” Bryce asked as we stood together in the office. Emmett had gone to the clubhouse to make sure nothing had happened there while we’d been gone. Leo and Dad had just run upstairs to check Isaiah’s apartment.

“I don’t know.” I hugged her to my chest. “We’ll find them.”

I took out my phone, calling Isaiah’s number and not expecting him to answer—and he didn’t. Boots thudded down the metal stairs at the side of the building, preceding Dad and Leo as they came into the office.

“Nothing,” Dad said. “Leo and I are going to head back up to the mountain. You guys wait here. Stay safe.”

“Call as soon as you can.” There was plenty of light this time of year. They had until almost nine before the dark would creep in and make a search impossible.

“Will do. Lock down tight. Everything. Call Presley and make sure she’s home. Tell her to stay there and lock the doors.”

“You think he’d go after her?”

Dad’s gaze drifted to Presley’s desk. “Don’t know what to think anymore.”

When the door closed behind them, I took Bryce’s face in my hands. She leaned her cheek into my palm. “You’re dead on your feet. Let’s go home. Get some rest.”

“I want to be here in case they show up. Can we wait in the office?”

I wouldn’t tell her no. Not today. “I’ll call in for some food. What do you want?”

“Whatever. I’m not all that hungry.”

“Well, you have to eat.” It had been twenty-four hours since she’d eaten.

I led her into my office, where I had a couch. I made sure she was comfortable, then called for pizza. She did her best to eat two slices while I inhaled the rest. Then we sat in the silence. Waiting.

Other than Emmett stopping in to tell us he’d found the hotel and was trying to get security camera footage, no word came. Eventually, Bryce fell asleep on my lap. I kept one hand on her hip. The other ready to grab my gun from its holster.

The light behind the window blinds in my office faded slowly. It got dark, enough for the timed lights outside to flicker to life. And that was when the buzz of a motorcycle caught my ear. The sound didn’t belong to Dad’s bike.

“Babe.” I gently shook Bryce awake. “Someone’s coming.”

She roused from sleep, rubbing her eyes. “Do you think it’s them?”

“Don’t know. Come on.” I held her hand, keeping her hidden behind me as I went to the office door. I cracked it an inch, taking out my gun. When the machine came into view, I put it away. “It’s Isaiah.”

“Finally.” She opened the door wider, pushing past me as he pulled into the parking lot.

His face was haggard as he shut off his bike. His shoulders slumped. When he spotted us outside the office, at the base of the stairs that led to his apartment, his frame fell even further.

“Where’s Genevieve?” Bryce asked after he climbed off his motorcycle and walked our way. “Is she okay?”

“She wanted to leave. I drove her to Bozeman.”

“And you left her there?” Bryce’s jaw dropped. “We don’t know who took us. What if he got to her again? He took her from that hotel once, he could have—”

Isaiah held up a hand. “I took her to the hotel and went in and got her stuff. Then I drove her to the airport, waited until her plane took off. She’s on her way to Colorado if she’s not there already.”

“Okay.” Bryce relaxed. “But she’s all right?”

“She’s fine.”

“What happened? Why didn’t you answer?” I asked. “We’ve been calling.”

Isaiah dropped his eyes to the ground, his jaw set tight. He looked awful. More haunted than the first day he’d shown up here, desperate for a job and to get on with his life.

I put my hand on his shoulder. “What happened?”

He didn’t answer. He brushed past us to the stairs, taking each one with heavy footfalls.

“Isaiah,” I called his name.

He paused and glanced over his shoulder. “I got her out of there. Just like I said I would.”

Something else had happened, but before I could ask for more, he was up the stairs and out of sight.

Bryce and I shared an anxious look.

We weren’t going to get any more answers tonight.


Chapter Twenty-Six


Bryce

After Isaiah left Dash and I standing with our mouths hanging open, we went back to his place for the night. I wanted my own pajamas, a brush and clean panties, but I wasn’t sure when I’d be ready to go home, especially in the dark.

As we drove, Dash called his dad to tell him Isaiah had returned. And it was unlikely Genevieve would ever set foot in Montana again.

“Dad said they’re already on their way back,” he told me after hanging up. “They couldn’t get close to the cabin anyway.”

“Because of the fire?”

Dash nodded. “Forest service had a whole crew up there, making sure it doesn’t spread to the trees.”

“Why do you think he burned it?”

“Don’t know. But like Dad said, it was probably to cover his tracks.”

Something in that cabin could have identified my kidnapper, but we’d never find it now. “I wish I had my phone to text Genevieve. Just to make sure she’s all right.”

Genevieve and I had been through so much in a short period of time. But given what had happened, what I’d told her about Draven and her mother’s murder, I didn’t blame her for running.

I probably would have done the same.

“Tomorrow.” Dash took my hand from my lap, threading our fingers together. “Tomorrow I’ll get your phone and whatever else you want from your house.”

“That’d be great.” I’d have to go back eventually, but for now, I was content to spend some time at his place. I had a feeling not many women could claim they’d spent time at Dash Slater’s home. I was too tired tonight, but tomorrow, I wanted to explore. Relax in his space.

After I made sure Genevieve was home safely.

“Do you think Genevieve will be safe in Denver?”

“Might be the safest place for her. Or she’ll be an easy target.”

“She has to be okay, Dash. None of this was her fault. I can’t help but think if I’d only stayed here, stayed away, that—”

“This is not your fault, babe.” He tightened his grip on my hand. “If not for you, we wouldn’t know the truth. Dad would have died keeping it a secret. And it needed to come out. It’s for the best.”

Except it had cost him his relationship with his father. I wasn’t sure what was best now.

“What do we do now?”

“Sleep.” Dash sighed. “Regroup in the morning.”

If my mind kept racing, sleep would not come easily.

Dash led me straight to his bedroom when we got to his house. The room overlooked a large backyard. Was that a hot tub? Before I could get a look at it on the patio, Dash pulled the blinds over the windows shut.

“Bed. Sleep. You can have free rein of the place tomorrow.”

“Fine.” I pouted, stripping off my clothes.

We met in the middle of Dash’s enormous bed, our naked bodies molding to one another as we lay face-to-face.

“I don’t know if I can sleep,” I whispered.

My mind raced over everything Isaiah didn’t say. Why would he stay quiet? What had happened on that mountain? Was it really as simple as he’d taken Genevieve to Bozeman and then come back? But why had it taken so long? Why did he seem more broken than ever?

“Isaiah looked—”

“Sleep, babe.”

“But—”

“Bryce. You need to sleep. Tomorrow, ’kay?”

I huffed. “Okay.”

Closing my eyes tight, I breathed in and out in a steady rhythm. It was odd, remembering that only last night I’d been at home, wondering if I would be raising this baby alone. If Dash and I were over.

“You rescued me,” I whispered, bringing a hand up to push a lock of his hair off his forehead.

His lashes lifted, and even in the dark, his eyes were shining bright. “We’ve got a lot to talk about. You and me. The baby. And we will.”

“Are we going to be okay?”

He pulled me tighter into his arms, holding me safe. “Swear it on my life.”

*     *     *

Tomorrow came and went without the answers we’d hoped for.

Because when we went to find Isaiah at the garage the next morning, he was gone.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Bryce

“I need to go to work.” I pulled a tank top over my head.

“Can you wait a few hours? Please? I need to get to the garage first thing and make sure we have everything covered for the day in case Isaiah doesn’t show again. Then I can drive you to the paper.”

“I could go alone. Other people will be there.”

“Not an option.” Dash pulled on a pair of jeans. “Until we find out what the hell is happening and who took you, you’re not going anywhere without me.”

This was not an argument I was going to win. “Fine.”

It had been two days since he’d rescued me from that mountain and he’d only left my side once. And that was to go to my house yesterday and pick up some things so I could stay at his place for a bit. Even then, he’d called Emmett to stay with me while he was gone.

“How you feeling?” Dash, dressed in jeans and a gray T-shirt, came over and ran his hands up and down my arms.

“Meh.” I’d been sick this morning. Yesterday morning too. I hoped it had passed because if we were going to the garage, I was nervous about getting up close and personal with the shop’s toilet. “Will you grab me some crackers?”

“Sure.” He kissed my forehead, walking out as I finished getting dressed. When I found him in the kitchen, he had a box of saltines on the counter and a travel mug of decaf ready for me. It wouldn’t be until noon that I’d be able to stomach anything else.

Picking up my laptop from his dining room table, I loaded it into my purse, then followed Dash to the garage. He looked longingly at his bike, parked next to his truck, but knew I wasn’t ready to get on it yet.

Soon. But not yet.

When we got to the garage, three bikes were already lined up against the fence in the parking lot.

“Since when does everyone beat you here in the morning?” I asked Dash. The clock on the dash said seven thirty.

“Since never.” He pursed his lips. If Draven, Emmett and Leo were here already, it meant trouble.

All three men were waiting inside Draven’s office when we got inside, Emmett and Leo across from his desk, Draven behind it. The moment he spotted me, Draven leapt up and offered me his seat.

“Thanks.”

He nodded, standing against the wall next to Dash. He didn’t get a good morning or hello from his son.

“What’s up?” Dash asked.

“Got some news from the DA,” Draven announced.

“And?” My article had been printed on Sunday, showing a man breaking into the clubhouse and exposing Genevieve and the reason Draven and Amina had been at the Evergreen Motel in the first place. Had it worked? Had we planted a seed of doubt that might make the prosecutor delay?

“It’s not enough.” Draven gave me a sad smile. “The photo of the guy. The speculation that the knife was stolen. It’s not enough. They’re going to proceed with the trial. Starts within sixty days.”

“No.” My heart sank. If only I could have told them about being kidnapped. I trusted Dash and his reasons. The last thing I wanted was for Marcus to find something that might land Dash in prison alongside Draven. But I couldn’t help feeling that had we reported the kidnapping, Draven might have an easier time being acquitted.

“We’ve got time,” Emmett said. “Two months to prove you’re innocent.”

“More than that,” Dash said. “Trial will take a while.”

Except we were at yet another dead end. Unless we could find my kidnapper, we had nothing to go on.

“I have some news too,” Leo said. “Cops are releasing it today. My source says they found a burned body in the cabin.”

“No,” I gasped. “Who?”

“Could it be our guy?” Dash asked.

Leo shrugged. “No idea. Body was burned to a crisp. They’re going to have to do dental records to identify him, but I’m guessing it was our guy. Maybe he ran up there, circled back and holed up inside. Started the fire, who the fuck knows. But if he was our guy, the chances of proving he murdered Amina without a confession are dust.”

Draven’s frame slumped against the wall. “Shit.”

The room went quiet.

“It might not be him. The guy who took me. Maybe he had another friend up there. Maybe someone he’d already killed. Who knows? I think he’s probably dead but we don’t know for sure.”

“Bryce is right.” Dash pushed off the wall. “Everyone watch their back. Something about this doesn’t sit well. It’s too clean. He was smart enough to take Bryce and Genevieve but then killed himself in a fire? Doesn’t fit.”

“Agreed.” Emmett stood from his chair. “We’ll keep looking. Keep thinking. Something will come to light.”

Leo stood too. “Fuck, I hope so.”

“Until then, let’s get back to work,” Dash said. “Show whoever this fucker is that we’re moving forward.”

He nodded for me to follow him into his office. The desk was cluttered and he gathered the paperwork up, making one large stack in the corner. “It’s all yours, babe. Unless you want to come hang out in the garage with me. I can set you up on a tool bench.”

I grinned. “We did that before, remember? Pretty sure that’s how you knocked me up.”

He chuckled, sitting on the edge of the desk. Then he motioned me into his arms, into the only place I felt safe at the moment.

“Eventually, all this will end, right? Life will return to normal?” Or a new normal. I didn’t want to go back to the days when he wasn’t in my life.

“One way or another. Either we find out who killed Amina or . . .”

Or Draven lost his freedom.

*     *     *

One week later, Dash and I were already finding a new normal.

We were at the garage, working. That was how we functioned now. In shifts. We’d come to the garage when he had to work. I’d sit at his desk, writing at my laptop. And whenever I needed to work at the newspaper or go somewhere in town for an interview, he’d be my silent sidekick.

Dash wouldn’t let me out of his sight, and oddly enough, I didn’t feel smothered. I felt protected. Cherished.

Loved.

If my new schedule bothered Dad, he didn’t comment. He and Mom were so happy they were getting a grandchild, he didn’t care what I did all day as long as I was growing his future reporter.

After a long talk, Dash and I decided not to tell my parents about the kidnapping mostly because it would terrify them. They’d worry it might happen again, and we didn’t need any extra attention. Which included deleting my story about the Tin Gypsies.

My backup file—the one I wrote in case Dash betrayed me—had been trashed for good. The ghosts of the former Tin Gypsy Motorcycle Club would rest in peace.

And I was going to print fun stories for a while. I’d let Willy tackle the weekly police press sheets for a couple months. At the moment, I was working on a story about one of Clifton Forge’s high school graduates who was off to Harvard in the fall. Exciting news for our small town. The boy’s face on the front page was full of hope and wonder.

I clicked save on the final draft, uploading it to the shared drive, as my phone rang. When Genevieve’s name flashed on the screen, I blinked twice, not believing it was really her.

“Hey,” I answered, standing from the desk because I couldn’t keep still. “Are you okay? I’ve been so worried.”

Not a day had gone by when I hadn’t sent her a few texts and called at least twice. All had gone unanswered.

“Yeah. Sorry.” She sighed. “I’m okay. I just had to get out of there.”

“I can certainly understand that.” Except you could be in danger. I held back the lecture I really wanted to give her. “I’m really glad to hear from you.”

“Yeah. Listen.” She paused. “I-I was wondering if you could do me a favor.”

“Of course.”

“I’m here, in Clifton Forge.”

“What? You are?”

“There are some things happening. Some, uh . . . changes. Anyway, before it gets crazy, would you meet me somewhere?”

“Sure.” I didn’t have a car but I’d figure it out. “Where?”

“The cemetery. I’m sitting here in my car and I can’t seem to get out.”

“Oh, Genevieve.” My hand flew to my heart. “I’ll be there. Just wait.”

“Thanks, Bryce.”

I ended the call and groaned.

Dash is going to love this.

*     *     *

Twenty minutes later, my heart was racing as Dash and I pulled into the cemetery.

After my call with Genevieve, I’d gone to the shop and told Dash about it, knowing full well he’d never let me go alone.

We parked behind a gray sedan with Colorado plates. I sucked in a deep breath as I got off his bike. Ten seconds later, the rumble of another motorcycle filled the air.

“Damn it,” I muttered as Draven pulled into the cemetery. “How’d he know we were coming here?”

“Emmett must have overheard us talking and told him after we left.”

This was a good lesson to remember to keep my voice low in the garage.

“It’s bad enough that you’re here.”

He pouted. “Gee. Thanks.”

“Oh, you know what I mean.” I waved him off. “She needs a friend. Not a crowd.”

Not to mention Dash still hadn’t warmed to the idea of Genevieve. He still didn’t trust her motives completely. Even though he believed she was innocent and hadn’t played a part in my kidnapping, I think the picture of her holding a gun to my head was permanently burned into his brain.

“Can you watch from here?” I asked. “I won’t be far.”

“I’m coming.” He moved to stand, but I put my hands on his shoulders, forcing him down.

“She came here to see her mother’s grave, Dash. You of all people should be able to understand losing a mother. Let me go with her. Let me help her do this. Please?”

He blew out a deep breath. “Fine.”

“Thanks.” I leaned in and kissed his cheek.

Behind him, Draven had parked and turned off his motorcycle. I could feel his anticipation from feet away. He wanted to meet his daughter, but I shook my head.

He’d have to wait.

Leaving them on their bikes, I walked over to the sedan. As I got closer, the door opened and Genevieve stepped out.

“Hey. It’s good to see you.” Warm and dressed, not in the forest where I saw her in my nightmares.

“Thanks for coming.”

We hugged hard, like friends who’d known each other for decades, not days. The hug of two people who’d survived the unthinkable together.

When we released each other, she shot a glance at Dash and Draven.

“I have an escort. Sorry. Dash is a little overprotective at the moment.”

Her face, if surprised or irritated, gave nothing away. She leveled them with a cool, apprehensive look, like she was bracing herself to be hurt.

I wished I could promise her that Draven wouldn’t hurt her. But I wouldn’t.

“Ignore them.” I took her hand in mine. “This is about you.”

Genevieve nodded and we walked onto the grass, dodging tombstones until we came to a granite slab situated under a towering cottonwood tree. A vase of yellow roses had been placed by the tombstone.

“This is a pretty spot,” I said.

Genevieve simply nodded, wiping at her eyes before the tears could fall. “She shouldn’t be here. She should be smiling with a friend, laughing at a movie or talking to me on the phone. She should be in her kitchen, making Chrissy’s cookies.”

“Chrissy’s cookies?” As in Chrissy Slater?

“Yeah.” She wiped another tear away. “Those chocolate chip cookies I made the day you came to Denver. That’s what Mom always called them. Chrissy’s cookies. I guess she got the recipe from a friend named Chrissy once. I didn’t know the friend but the cookies are good. Doesn’t matter now.”

So Amina had used Chrissy’s cookie recipe. Maybe someday, those cookies would be something Dash and Genevieve could bond over, something to bridge the gap. Or would it drive them apart? For now, I’d keep the origins of that recipe to myself.

I squeezed her hand. “They are good cookies. The best. And I bet once we publish the recipe with your mom’s memorial, the whole town will love them too.”

“I hope so,” she whispered.

We stood there, staring at the tombstone and Amina’s name written in the white-and-gray-swirled rock, until a flash of movement caught my eye. Draven was hovering about twenty feet away. When he met my gaze, he held up a hand.

The movement got Genevieve’s attention too and her frame tightened. The grip on my hand turned punishing.

I leaned in close. “You have to meet him eventually.”

“Do I?”

“Do you believe what I told you? That he didn’t kill your mother? That he’s your father?”

“Honestly?” She thought about it for a long moment. “Yes. But I wish I didn’t.”

“I’ll leave you two alone.” Stepping away, I retreated toward Dash waiting on his bike. Draven stepped up to Genevieve, giving her an awkward wave before tucking his hand in a pocket.

“I almost feel bad for him,” Dash said when I reached his side.

“Will you ever forgive him?”

He shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe Nick was right. He’s off his pedestal now. Might give me a chance to see him as he is.”

“He’s trying to right his wrongs,” I said, watching as Draven and Genevieve stood apart. They faced one another but she had her arms crossed over her chest, clearly indicating he was close enough. “Let’s leave them be.”

Dash nodded, driving us back to the garage after a quick detour at McDonald’s to pick up some burgers and fries for the crew. We crossed the parking lot, each carrying paper bags dotted with grease.

“I almost asked Presley if she’d let me borrow her car so I could sneak away to meet Genevieve,” I confessed. “But I thought you might have an aneurism.”

He chuckled. “I would have. Do me a favor? Don’t give me a heart attack before I get a chance to meet my kid.”

I smiled. “I’ll try.”

“Fuck, but you make me crazy.” He stopped walking and pulled me into his arms. “If anything happened to you, I—”

“It won’t.” I leaned back and cupped his cheek with my free hand. “I’ll be careful. Promise.”

Dash dropped a kiss on my lips, his touch firm but gentle.

My stomach growled, forcing us apart. We were almost at the office, more than ready to eat, when a familiar gray sedan pulled in behind us.

“Is that—”

“Genevieve?” I finished.

She parked by the office, directly in front of the staircase that led to Isaiah’s apartment. Had Draven invited her here? He was nowhere in sight.

“What’s she doing here?” Dash muttered.

“Maybe she wanted to meet you?”

He frowned. “Well, I don’t much care to meet her.”

I elbowed him in the side. “Be nice.”

Genevieve got out of the car, her eyes glancing up the staircase before she moved in our direction. “Hey, again.”

“Hi.” I smiled. “Um, Genevieve, this is Dash. My boyfriend and your—”

“Half brother. Right.”

Dash stood there, not saying a word. The silence grew thicker and thicker, until finally, I couldn’t take it anymore and I elbowed him in the ribs. Again.

He frowned, shuffling paper bags to free a hand and extend it. “Hi.”

As quickly as they touched, the shake was over. Dash jerked his chin to the garage and marched away, taking my french fries with him. “Got work to do.”

At least I had the bags with all the burgers.

“Sorry,” I told Genevieve.

“Two weeks ago, I was alone, trying to cope with losing Mom. Then I get kidnapped, find out I have a father in Montana who didn’t know I existed and a half brother who hates me. I’m numb to it all at this point.”

I opened my mouth to tell her she actually had brothers, plural, but decided it could wait for another day. “Dash doesn’t hate you. He just hasn’t had much time to wrap his head around it.”

“It doesn’t matter.” She hung her head. “Nothing matters.”

Before I could say anything, a pair of footsteps came down the stairs.

My eyes widened. “Isaiah? Where have you been? We thought you left.”

“I did. Now I’m back.”

He’d been gone a week, ever since the day of the mountain rescue. No note. No call. He’d just . . . disappeared. Did Dash know he was back?

Isaiah reached the bottom stair and looked at Genevieve. “Hey.”

“Hi.” She lifted her hand like she was going to shake his but then changed her mind and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.

“Um, how was the trip?” Isaiah asked.

“Long.”

The Colorado plates. I hadn’t put it together at the cemetery, assuming she’d just rented a car, but this must be hers. Why would she drive to Montana? That had to be at least eight hours. Maybe more.

“I’ll help haul up your stuff.” Isaiah walked toward her car.

Stuff? Genevieve followed, her chin down, as Isaiah opened the back seat. It was filled with boxes and suitcases. Inside the trunk was more of the same.

“Are you staying?” I asked her.

Genevieve and Isaiah shared a look, one full of secrets. She nodded and Isaiah hefted out a suitcase and backpack, taking them up his stairs. She followed with a box.

Neither of them answered my question.

“What’s goin’ on?” Dash asked, coming to my side. “Was that Isaiah?”

“Yes. And I have no idea.” Genevieve and Isaiah disappeared up the stairs. “But if I had to guess, I’d say Genevieve is moving into Isaiah’s apartment.”

He looked down at me, as confused as I was. “What the fuck happened on that mountain?”


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Bryce

“Morning.” I shuffled into the kitchen in bare feet, wearing Dash’s sweatshirt. It enveloped me, hanging thick on my shoulders. The sleeves draped past my fingertips and the hood bunched at the nape of my neck. Wearing it was like having my own personal Dash cocoon.

I’d be taking it with me whenever I went home.

Not that we’d talked about me leaving. In the three days since Genevieve had moved into Isaiah’s apartment, I’d all but moved into Dash’s home.

“Hey, baby.” He crossed the kitchen from where he’d been standing next to the coffee pot. “How are you feeling?”

“Better.” I yawned as he tugged me into his chest. “Thanks for letting me sleep in. I needed it.”

“You were out.”

“I know. I didn’t even hear you snore last night.”

He chuckled. “Didn’t snore because I had my pillow.”

“You have a special non-snoring pillow?” I leaned away to look at his face.

“Not a non-snoring pillow, just a decent pillow.”

My eyes bulged. “You think my pillows are indecent?”

He grinned. “Admit it, my bed is better than yours.”

“I don’t want to.” I smiled and fell back into his chest.

It was Friday, Dash’s normal day off, but he planned to go to the garage later. Even though he had a ton of work to do, I’d begged him for a lazy morning. Some time to sleep in late and linger in the shower. I wanted to enjoy a few quiet moments, like this one, when the unanswered questions from the past six weeks got pushed aside.

“This is nice,” I whispered.

He kissed my hair. “Agreed.”

We stood like that, leaning into one another, until my stomach growled and forced us apart.

“Breakfast?” He went to the fridge. “What will it be today? More cereal? Or I can make fried eggs and bacon.”

I scrunched up my nose. Just the thought of fried-egg-and-bacon-grease smell made my sensitive stomach turn. I needed bland. Carbs were my friends in the morning. “Cheerios, please.”

“Cheerios,” he grumbled but got out a bowl for me and one for himself.

We settled at a custom, farmhouse-style table in the dining room off the kitchen. It looked like a fancy picnic table with chairs instead of benches.

“Any word from your dad?” I asked.

He shook his head, swallowing a bite of cereal. “Nothing. But if something comes up, he’ll call.”

“Damn.” We’d tried so hard to prove Draven was innocent. Now it looked like whoever had orchestrated this whole thing would win.

I hated losing.

Dash did too.

“Did Genevieve text you back?” he asked.

“Nope.” I dropped my spoon into my cereal bowl. She was beginning to irritate me with her silence.

Whatever was going on between Isaiah and Genevieve, they weren’t talking. She’d moved into his apartment, and rumor had it, he’d spent a night or two in the motel.

He’d asked Dash if he could keep his job, apologizing for skipping out without a word. Dash, of course, had cut him some slack and let him stay on because Isaiah was a good guy and a good mechanic. I’d hoped that Dash would have more luck with Isaiah than I had with Genevieve, but Isaiah was arguably worse when it came to opening up. He came to the garage every day, worked hard with as few words as possible, then left as soon as his shift was over.

Meanwhile, Genevieve was gone each morning when we got to the garage and didn’t return until after we’d left for the evening. She also wasn’t returning my calls or my texts.

I’d wear her down eventually. They couldn’t keep their secret forever, could they? At some point, they’d have to tell us what had happened on that mountain, right?

But for today, I was pushing it from my mind.

I finished my cereal, then turned my gaze to the enormous bay window that overlooked Dash’s backyard. The sun was shining. The grass was green. Under a bright blue sky, it was a peaceful corner of the world.

Dash had a sprawling deck with his hot tub off to one side. The lawn was wide and deep with a tall privacy fence to keep it cozy, even though he didn’t have neighbors. An open field sat behind his yard. There was a small creek flowing through the middle and one lush grove of trees.

“How many acres do you own?” I asked Dash.

“Twenty. I wanted some space from the neighbors.”

It was secluded but not remote. Close to town for convenience but away from the bustle. “Did you buy this house? Or have it built?”

“Had it built about three years ago.”

I stood from the table, taking my bowl to the kitchen sink, then slowly wandered down the hallway that ran in the opposite direction from his bedroom. I’d explored some while I’d been here, but today I wanted more than a superficial glance to get my bearings.

The hallways were wide, the doors clean and white. The floors were a dark wood with rugs in a few rooms to soften them up.

“It’s very . . . stylish,” I told Dash as I walked, him trailing close behind. “Not what I would have expected from you.”

“I shelled out a fucking fortune to get a designer in here to make it stylish. Mostly, I wanted nice shit that would last and was comfortable. Some of the stuff she picked I had to veto, but otherwise, it turned out just right.” He came up behind me, wrapping his arms around my shoulders.

I traced my fingers along a tattoo on the inside of his wrist. It was the one tattoo I hadn’t asked about yet, a date blocked in black letters. “What’s this tattoo?”

“Mom’s birthday. It was my first tattoo. Got it when I turned eighteen. I celebrate on that day every year. Make a chocolate cake. Candles.”

“I bet she’d love that.”

“Yeah.” He pressed his cheek to the top of my head. “Glad you’re here.”

“Me too. I like your house.”

“Good.” He hugged me tighter, then let me go to turn me around. “Come check this out.”

We turned and retreated down the hallway, making our way toward his bedroom on the opposite end of the house. But instead of turning into his room like I’d expected, he opened a door to the office across the hall.

The desk in the corner was empty, nothing like the mess he had at the garage. The window on the side faced the front of the house. Outside the window was a bush full of white blooms.

Dash walked into the middle of the room. “How about this for a nursery?”

“Uh . . .” A nursery? Did I hear that right? I’d expected him to offer this room up for work, not a room for the baby.

We hadn’t talked about the baby all week. I hadn’t wanted to push it. I’d wanted to give him—both of us—some time for the concept to really sink deep. We had months to discuss a nursery. We didn’t even know if we were having a boy or girl yet.

“I’ll move the desk and stuff to one of the spare rooms. Or downstairs. I don’t use it much anyway. We can get a crib or bassinette or whatever you want. It’s right across the hall from our room. And—”

“Wait.” I put a hand on the wall as the room began to spin. “Nursery? Our room? You want me to live here?”

“We’re having a kid.”

“Yes, but that doesn’t dictate we move in together.”

“Then how about you move in because I love you.”

Seriously, my ears were not working right today. “You love me?”

“More every day.” He came over and took my face in his hands. “Think how crazy I’ll be about you when we’re ninety.”

A laugh escaped my lips. “Insane. I love you too.”

“Good. That’ll make it easier to be your roommate.”

I smiled wider. “We’re really doing this? Living together? Having a baby?”

“We’re really doing this. Living together. Having a baby. Getting married.”

“Married? Who are you and what have you done with Kingston Slater?” I’d gone to bed with Dash, a badass playboy, and woken up with a romantic. “Did you hit your head with a wrench yesterday? You’re aware that you’re asking me to marry you, right?”

“Well, yeah. You said you wanted to have a baby when you were married and settled. Way I see it, we’ve got about seven months to make that happen. Might as well get to it.”

Oh. My heart sank. Dash wasn’t doing this because he wanted to. He was doing it for me. “Dash, I appreciate it. But I don’t want to get married because you feel like it’s what I want.”

“Then how about because it’s what I want.” His voice was low, smooth and silky. “Trust me, babe. I want to do this with you. Every day. Here until the end.”

“Are you sure?”

“It’s the best idea I’ve had in my life.”

“Do you think we’ll kill each other?”

“Probably.” He dropped a kiss to my lips. “Is that a yes?”

I hesitated, making him sweat for it before I rescued him. “Yes.”

“Hell yes.” Dash tipped his head back and laughed. Then his hands fell from my face to wrap me in a hug. I giggled, clinging to him as he picked me up off my feet and spun me around the room.

For so long I’d wanted this. Never would I have imagined I’d find it, a home—love—with the man I’d set out to expose. The enemy. A criminal who’d stolen my heart.

All the foolish days and nights I’d spent wondering if I’d end up an old maid had been for nothing. The timing simply hadn’t come together.

I’d been waiting for my Gypsy King.

“What about the baby?” I asked. “You didn’t want kids.”

Dash’s smile softened but didn’t disappear. “I’m scared. Never saw myself with a kid, but if there is anyone in the world I’d want to raise a baby with, it’s you. Just keep me from fucking it up, okay?”

Oh, Dash. Why hadn’t I realized this before? He wasn’t scared of kids. He was scared of ruining his own. Again, timing was not on our side. Draven’s drama had probably reinforced Dash’s fears.

“I have faith in you. Blinding, unwavering faith. You’ll be an amazing dad, Dash.”

He dropped his forehead to mine. “Come on. I want to show you something else.”

Dash took my hand and led me out of the office. We walked past his bedroom and through the living room, then around the kitchen and down another spacious hallway.

“This is a family house,” I said. “If you didn’t want a family, why build such a big house?”

He shrugged. “For the space. Not to feel crowded. I spent a lot of nights at the clubhouse and I lived above the garage for a while. When I was finally ready to buy, I wanted space. A home gym so I didn’t have to go to town in the morning. An office. A theater room in the basement. Couldn’t find anything to buy so I had it built instead.”

“A sanctuary.”

“Yeah, but there’s one thing I hate about it out here.” He shot me a heart-stopping smile over his shoulder. “It’s too quiet. Figure you and our baby can fix that for me.”

I laughed. Given his or her parents, there was no doubt our child would be loud and bold. “We’ll do our best.”

“Appreciated.” Dash led me to the garage. He let go of my hand as he walked to the large, green gun safe on the far wall, spinning the combination on the dial until the door clicked open.

“Holy shit.” My eyes widened at the small arsenal. “I guess we’ll be safe after the apocalypse.”

He took out a white envelope and shut the safe. The flap on the envelope wasn’t sealed and he flipped it open, pulling out something from the corner.

No, not something.

A ring.

“This was Mom’s.” He held the ring in one hand as he reached for my left.

“It’s beautiful.” The gold band was thin and delicate because the solitaire in the center was the showpiece. It was a square-cut diamond—simple and flawless. The entire piece was classic, something I would have picked for myself.

“Dad gave this to me a few years ago. He’d bought it for her on their tenth wedding anniversary but she didn’t wear it much. She preferred the chip he’d bought her when they were just two dirt-poor kids. He buried her with that one. Gave this to me since Nick was already married. Told me one day, I could give this to my old lady.”

I was dumbfounded. I’d asked for a morning to rest and he’d changed the rules. But even in my shock, I hadn’t missed those last two words.

“How about you never call me an old lady again?”

Dash laughed, the rich sound filling the garage. “Want me to get down on a knee? Do this right?”

“No.” I smiled up at him, wiggling my finger so he’d slide the ring into place. I didn’t need the bended knee, the fancy words. “You already nailed it.”

The moment the ring was settled onto my finger, Dash swooped down and captured me in a kiss. His tongue dove inside, demanding and delicious. Standing in a garage, the cement floor cool on my bare feet, we kissed until the heat was too much to stand. Then Dash scooped me up and carried me inside to his bed.

Our bed.

I’d admit, it was better than mine. The sweatshirt was stripped off. My panties dragged down my bare legs. Dash’s jeans quickly disappeared along with the white T-shirt that stretched across his broad chest.

We moved together, my hips cradling his, like lovers who’d been together for years, not weeks. We came together, him bare and pulsing inside me, our hands linked and our mouths fused.

Together.

“I love you,” I whispered into his ear as we clung to one another.

“Love you, baby.” He leaned away, sweeping the hair from my forehead, and grinned. “Damn, but this life is going to be fun. And I promise, I’ll do right by you.”

He’d be the best husband and father I could have ever dreamed possible.

“You will.” I smiled. “And you’re right. This is going to be fun.”


Epilogue


Dash

One year later . . .

“Hey, babe.”

“Hi.” Bryce smiled as she came into the living room, dropping her purse onto the couch before stealing Xander from my arms. She peppered his cheeks and forehead with kisses. “How’s my guy?”

“He’s good.” I laced my hands behind my head. “Just slugged down eight ounces and had a hell of a burp.”

“He’s such a chunk.” She smiled at our son, who was nearly comatose. “I love it.”

Xander Lane Slater was four months old and his legs were fat roll upon fat roll. He had a pretty awesome double chin going too. We took extra care cleaning it during his nightly bath so it didn’t smell like rotten formula.

I stood from my chair, going for her purse and the newspaper tucked inside. “How’d this morning go?”

“Perfect. Papers are out for delivery.” She settled into the chair I’d vacated, rocking back and forth slightly. Xander would be out cold in thirty seconds or less.

Exactly as I’d planned. He was going in his crib and Bryce and I were going to have some fun in the bedroom.

But first, I had to read the paper.

I plopped down on the couch, opening the fold to read the front page. I’d never get sick of seeing my wife’s name in print. It was a sense of pride I hoped would never fade.

Bryce had confessed not long after we’d gotten together that a part of her had felt like a failure when she’d moved to Clifton Forge. She’d had dreams of making it big, being the next nightly news anchor—not exactly the same as running a small-town paper. But then she’d realized that here, writing stories about our town and its people, was where she was meant to be. She reported on the good stuff that happened in Clifton Forge and occasionally the bad.

She’d embraced the birth and wedding announcements, even writing our own. We’d gotten married surrounded by our families and closest friends at dusk, along the bank of the river. Then we’d had a damn fine party at The Betsy—her idea, not mine. Her only request was that they scour the bathrooms first.

We’d gotten married a month after I’d proposed so she hadn’t been showing. That was her only real request. She wanted to hurry things along.

Nick stood for me as best man. And Genevieve stood for Bryce.

I liked to think maybe Mom had a hand in Nick and me finding our wives. That wherever she was, she was looking down on her sons and had sent them the women they needed.

Including my sister.

“Did you take a copy to Genevieve?” I asked as I scanned the article on the front page.

“Yep.”

“How’d she take it?”

“She cried,” Bryce said, dropping her voice. Xander was completely zonked. “But she needed that closure. I think she’s happy with how it turned out.”

In today’s paper, Bryce had written a memorial article for Amina, one she’d had drafted for over a year. Bryce had been ready to publish it weeks after Genevieve had moved to Clifton Forge, but my sister had asked her to delay it countless times.

She hadn’t been ready to read that final farewell. After everything that had happened to us this past year, I didn’t blame her.

I was proud that she’d finally found the courage to let it happen.

“Great piece, babe.” I folded up the paper.

“Thanks. Though you should be congratulating yourself too. You practically read the whole thing while hovering over my shoulder as I wrote it.”

“I don’t hover.”

Bryce rolled her eyes. “And I don’t leave the laundry for you to fold.”

Maybe I hovered.

In the past year, I’d kept a constant eye on Bryce. It was rare she went anywhere alone, and even then, I had someone watching. Today, that person was Lane. Bryce hadn’t complained, not once all year, because she knew I needed it. I needed to make sure she was safe and she gave me that. But she needed freedom. To live without watching me worry myself in circles.

I’d be the first to admit that after Xander was born, I’d gone a little crazy with security. The system I’d installed at home was better than the one Emmett had put in at the clubhouse.

But I wasn’t taking any chances with my family, not after the losses I’d suffered.

Maybe I’d loosen up eventually.

Maybe not.

I was taking things one day at a time, doing my best to become a decent dad. Bryce told me constantly I was good with Xander, but the fuck-ups were coming. I’d do something wrong and take a misstep here or there.

But what I could do was protect what was mine. I’d failed once when Bryce had been kidnapped. That had been the first and the last time.

“He’s out.” Bryce pushed herself up from the chair, nodding for me to follow her to the nursery.

I grinned, walking close behind her down the hallway. At the door to Xander’s room, I placed my hands on her shoulders, bending down to drop a kiss on the bare skin of her neck. She’d worn her hair up in a ponytail today. Xander had just started to grab at things and her hair was his favorite thing to pull.

Maybe I’d wrap it around my fist too.

When she smiled over her shoulder, the blood rushed to my cock. We’d been working hard to make up for those six weeks postpartum when her body had been off-limits.

Bryce took Xander to the nursery, laying him in his crib. His arms immediately went above his head. Then she turned on his sound machine, the gentle sway of ocean waves filling the room. She tiptoed out, quietly closing the door.

I captured her hand, giving it a tug for the bedroom, but she stopped me.

“Wait. I need to ask you something.”

“What’s up?” My eyes scanned her from head to toe, making sure nothing was wrong. “You okay?”

She bit her bottom lip. “How would you feel about more kids?”

“Uh . . .” A deep conversation about our family wasn’t exactly what I’d planned to have during naptime, but the question was out there now. How would I feel?

Having Xander was amazing. Even as a baby who ate and slept his way through the day, he was a blast. And when he got older, we could do stuff together like play ball in the yard or build a tree house or build a go-cart to race like the ones I did as a kid. That would be incredible.

“Good,” I said, surprising us both. “Real good.”

“Phew.” Her frame relaxed and her smile was wide. “Great. I’m pregnant.”

“Say what?” I stuck a finger in my ear, clearing it out. “You’re pregnant? Already?”

“According to the tests I took this morning, yep. I mean, I stopped breastfeeding and didn’t get on the pill. I have the pack to start next week but I didn’t think it could happen so soon.”

Pregnant. Was I still scared? Definitely. But this time around, I wasn’t going to let the shock of her announcement chase me away. So I wrapped my arms around her, breathing in her hair. “Love you.”

“Love you too.” She melted into my chest, her arms snaking behind my back. “I was sure you’d freak.”

I chuckled. “Not this time. We’re going to kick ass with these kids.”

Bryce leaned away, rising onto her toes for a kiss. “Hell yes, we are.”

*     *     *

Thank you so much for reading Gypsy King! You can one-click book two, Riven Knight, right now.


The Pawn


Skye Warren


Every pawn is a potential queen.


– James Mason


Prologue


The party spills over with guests, from the ballroom to the front lawn. It’s nighttime, but the house is lit up, bright as the sun. All around me diamonds glitter. We’ve reached that tipping point where everyone is sloshed enough to smile, but not so much they start to slur. There’s almost too many people, almost too much alcohol. Almost too much wealth in one room.

It reminds me of Icarus, with his wings of feather and wax. If Icarus had a five-hundred-person guest list for his graduation party. It reminds me of flying too close to the sun.

I snag a flute of champagne from one of the servers, who pretends not to see. The bubbles tickle my nose as I take a detour through the kitchen. Rosita stands at the stove, stirring her world-famous jambalaya in a large cast iron pot. The spices pull me close.

I reach for a spoon. “Is it ready yet?”

She slaps my hand away. “You’ll ruin your pretty dress. It’ll be ready when it’s ready.”

We have caterers who make food for all our events, but since this is my graduation party, Rosita agreed to make my favorite dish. She’s going to spoon some onto little puff pastry cups and call it a canape.

I try to pout, but everything is too perfect for that. Only one thing is missing from this picture. I give her a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, Rosita. Have you seen Daddy?”

“Where he always is, most likely.”

That’s what I’m afraid of. Then I’m through the swinging door that leads into the private side of the house. I pass Gerty, our event planner, who’s muttering about guests who aren’t on the invite list.

I head up the familiar oak staircase, breathing in the scent of our house. There’s something so comforting about it. I’m going to miss everything when I leave for college.

At the top of the stairs, I hear men’s voices.

That isn’t unusual. I’m around the corner from Daddy’s office. There are always men coming to meet with him. Half the people he works with are downstairs right now. But he promised no work tonight, and I’m going to hold him to it, even if I have to drag him downstairs myself.

“How dare you accuse me of…”

The venom in the words stops me on the landing. That doesn’t sound like a regular business meeting. Things might get tense around a contract, but there’s plenty of back slapping and football talk before and after.

More heated words hover just below the noise of the party, ominous and indistinguishable. I twist my hands together, about to turn around. I won’t bother him after all.

A man rounds the corner, almost colliding into me.

I gasp, taking a step back. There’s nothing behind me. The stairs! Then two hands grasp my arms, hauling me back onto steady ground. I have only a glimpse of furious golden eyes, almost feline, definitely feral. Then he’s sweeping past me down the stairs. I cling to the carved banister, my knees weak.

It’s another minute before I can detach myself from the wood railing. My breath still feels shuddery from that near miss, from that man’s hands on my bare arms. I find Daddy pacing inside his office. He glances up at me with a strange expression—almost like panic.

“Daddy?”

“There you are, Avery. I’m sorry. I know I said no work—”

“Who was that?”

A cloud crosses over his expression. Only now, in the lamp’s eerie glow, do I notice the lines on his face. Deeper than ever. “Don’t worry about him. This night is all about you.”

Now that I’ve started noticing his appearance, I can’t stop. His hair. All salt now. No more pepper. “You know I don’t need all this. This party. Everything. You don’t have to work so hard.”

The smile that crosses his face is wistful. “What would I do if I wasn’t working?”

I shrug, because it doesn’t matter. My friend Krista’s dad plays golf every single day. Harper’s mom is on her fourth husband. Anything but plant himself behind a desk, eyes soft with strain. “You could date or something.”

He laughs, looking more like himself. “You’re the only girl in my life, sweetie. Now, come on. Let’s join the party before they trash the place.”

His arm around my shoulders pulls me close, and I curl into his jacket. I breathe in the comforting smell of him—the faint scent of cigar smoke, even though he swears he’s quit. I lay my head on his shoulder as we pass the chessboard where we play together.

“I’ll miss our games.”

He kisses my temple. “Not as much as I’ll miss you.”

“You could download an app on your phone. We could play online.”

“I’m lucky if I can make calls on this damn thing,” he says, laughing. His expression darkens when he looks at the screen of his phone, reading the text across a white popup background. “Sweetheart, I have to call someone.”

Disappointment burns down my throat. Of course he’s a busy man. Most of my friends barely know their dads. I’m lucky he’s always made time for me. No matter how crazy things get at his business, he always makes time for our chess games. Every week.

I kiss his cheek, seeing the age spots on leathery skin for the first time.

Downstairs I find Justin by following the sound of his laugh. It’s a big, booming laugh that I suspect he’s practiced. However it happened, it’s infectious. I’m already grinning when I enter the room.

He holds out his hand to me. “The woman of the hour.”

I fold into his side, tickled by the champagne in my bloodstream and the relief of being downstairs. Whatever happened in that office was tense. Dark. “I was just checking on Daddy.”

“Working,” Justin guesses.

“Unfortunately.”

“Well, I guess you’re stuck with me,” Justin says, winking at the couple he was talking to. I recognize them as a famous neurosurgeon and his wife, parents to a man running for the state senate seat.

I make my introductions to them. Of course this party isn’t only for my high school graduation. Like all the other parties in Tanglewood society, it’s about networking. For my father. For Justin, who has big plans to follow his father’s footsteps into politics.

“Salutatorian,” Justin’s saying. “You should have heard her speech about the way the things we do now are the myths of the future.”

The man smiles, somewhat indulgent. “She’ll be a great asset to you, son.”

I manage to keep a pleasant expression, even though I hope to be more than an asset. I want to be his partner. He knows that, doesn’t he? Justin has that public smile, the one that’s too bright and too white. The one that doesn’t mean anything.

By the time we make our excuses, my cheeks hurt from smiling.

Justin pulls me behind a screen, nuzzling my neck. “Maybe we can sneak up to your room.”

“Oh,” I say, a catch in my breath. “I think Daddy will be down soon…”

“He won’t find out,” he murmurs, his hands sliding over my dress, under it. We’re not visible to the party, but anyone could walk back here. My heart pounds. His hands are soft and grasping—and for some reason my mind flashes to the man at the top of the stairs, his firm grip on my arms.

“Justin, I—”

“Come on. You turned eighteen two weeks ago.”

And okay, I did use that as an excuse before. Because I didn’t feel ready. And it has nothing to do with how old I am or how much I love Justin. Maybe if my mother were still alive, if she could have told me the secrets of being a woman. The internet is a terrifying teacher.

I turn in his arms, pushing him to arms’ length. “I love you.”

He frowns. “Avery.”

“But it wasn’t just being seventeen. It’s everything. I want… I want to wait.”

His eyes narrow, and I’m sure he’s going to say no. He’s going to storm off. What if I ruined everything?

By degrees he seems to relax. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

He sighs. “I’m not happy about it, but I’m willing to wait. You’re worth waiting for.”

My throat feels tight. I know it’s a lot to ask for, but he’s the best boyfriend I can imagine. And Daddy loves him, which is a huge plus. This fall I’ll start school at Smith College, the same private all-girls college where Harper’s going. Everything is perfect.

That’s how it feels in this moment, like flying.

I have no idea that in less than a year I’ll fall from the sky.


Chapter One


Wind whips around my ankles, flapping the bottom of my black trench coat. Beads of moisture form on my eyelashes. In the short walk from the cab to the stoop, my skin has slicked with humidity left by the rain.

Carved vines and ivy leaves decorate the ornate wooden door.

I have some knowledge of antique pieces, but I can’t imagine the price tag on this one—especially exposed to the elements and the whims of vandals. I suppose even criminals know enough to leave the Den alone.

Officially the Den is a gentlemen’s club, the old-world kind with cigars and private invitations. Unofficially it’s a collection of the most powerful men in Tanglewood. Dangerous men. Criminals, even if they wear a suit while breaking the law.

A heavy brass knocker in the shape of a fierce lion warns away any visitors. I’m desperate enough to ignore that warning. My heart thuds in my chest and expands out, pulsing in my fingers, my toes. Blood rushes through my ears, drowning out the whoosh of traffic behind me.

I grasp the thick ring and knock—once, twice.

Part of me fears what will happen to me behind that door. A bigger part of me is afraid the door won’t open at all. I can’t see any cameras set into the concrete enclave, but they have to be watching. Will they recognize me? I’m not sure it would help if they did. Probably best that they see only a desperate girl, because that’s all I am now.

The softest scrape comes from the door. Then it opens.

I’m struck by his eyes, a deep amber color—like expensive brandy and almost translucent. My breath catches in my throat, lips frozen against words like please and help. Instinctively I know they won’t work; this isn’t a man given to mercy. The tailored cut of his shirt, its sleeves carelessly rolled up, tells me he’ll extract a price. One I can’t afford to pay.

There should have been a servant, I thought. A butler. Isn’t that what fancy gentlemen’s clubs have? Or maybe some kind of a security guard. Even our house had a housekeeper answer the door—at least, before. Before we fell from grace.

Before my world fell apart.

The man makes no move to speak, to invite me in or turn me away. Instead he stares at me with vague curiosity, with a trace of pity, the way one might watch an animal in the zoo. That might be how the whole world looks to these men, who have more money than God, more power than the president.

That might be how I looked at the world, before.

My throat feels tight, as if my body fights this move, even while my mind knows it’s the only option. “I need to speak with Damon Scott.”

Scott is the most notorious loan shark in the city. He deals with large sums of money, and nothing less will get me through this. We have been introduced, and he left polite society by the time I was old enough to attend events regularly. There were whispers, even then, about the young man with ambition. Back then he had ties to the underworld—and now he’s its king.

One thick eyebrow rises. “What do you want with him?”

A sense of familiarity fills the space between us even though I know we haven’t met. This man is a stranger, but he looks at me as if he wants to know me. He looks at me as if he already does. There’s an intensity to his eyes when they sweep over my face, as firm and as telling as a touch.

“I need…” My heart thuds as I think about all the things I need—a rewind button. One person in the city who doesn’t hate me by name alone. “I need a loan.”

He gives me a slow perusal, from the nervous slide of my tongue along my lips to the high neckline of my clothes. I tried to dress professionally—a black cowl-necked sweater and pencil skirt. His strange amber gaze unbuttons my coat, pulls away the expensive cotton, tears off the fabric of my bra and panties. He sees right through me, and I shiver as a ripple of awareness runs over my skin.

I’ve met a million men in my life. Shaken hands. Smiled. I’ve never felt as seen through as I do right now. Never felt like someone has turned me inside out, every dark secret exposed to the harsh light. He sees my weaknesses, and from the cruel set of his mouth, he likes them.

His lids lower. “And what do you have for collateral?”

Nothing except my word. That wouldn’t be worth anything if he knew my name. I swallow past the lump in my throat. “I don’t know.”

Nothing.

He takes a step forward, and suddenly I’m crowded against the brick wall beside the door, his large body blocking out the warm light from inside. He feels like a furnace in front of me, the heat of him in sharp contrast to the cold brick at my back. “What’s your name, girl?”

The word girl is a slap in the face. I force myself not to flinch, but it’s hard. Everything about him overwhelms me—his size, his low voice. “I’ll tell Mr. Scott my name.”

In the shadowed space between us, his smile spreads, white and taunting. The pleasure that lights his strange yellow eyes is almost sensual, as if I caressed him. “You’ll have to get past me.”

My heart thuds. He likes that I’m challenging him, and God, that’s even worse. What if I’ve already failed? I’m free-falling, tumbling, turning over without a single hope to anchor me. Where will I go if he turns me away? What will happen to my father?

“Let me go,” I whisper, but my hope fades fast.

His eyes flash with warning. “Little Avery James, all grown up.”

A small gasp resounds in the space between us. He already knows my name. That means he knows who my father is. He knows what he’s done. Denials rush to my throat, pleas for understanding. The hard set of his eyes, the broad strength of his shoulders tells me I won’t find any mercy here.

I square my shoulders. I’m desperate but not broken. “If you know my name, you know I have friends in high places. Connections. A history in this city. That has to be worth something. That’s my collateral.”

Those connections might not even take my call, but I have to try something. I don’t know if it will be enough for a loan or even to get me through the door. Even so, a faint feeling of family pride rushes over my skin. Even if he turns me away, I’ll hold my head high.

Golden eyes study me. Something about the way he said little Avery James felt familiar, but I’ve never seen this man. At least I don’t think we’ve met. Something about the otherworldly glow of those eyes whispers to me, like a melody I’ve heard before.

On his driver’s license it probably says something mundane, like brown. But that word can never encompass the way his eyes seem almost luminous, orbs of amber that hold the secrets of the universe. Brown can never describe the deep golden hue of them, the indelible opulence in his fierce gaze.

“Follow me,” he says.

Relief courses through me, flooding numb limbs, waking me up enough that I wonder what I’m doing here. These aren’t men, they’re animals. They’re predators, and I’m prey. Why would I willingly walk inside?

What other choice do I have?

I step over the veined marble threshold.

The man closes the door behind me, shutting out the rain and the traffic, the entire city disappeared in one soft turn of the lock. Without another word he walks down the hall, deeper into the shadows. I hurry to follow him, my chin held high, shoulders back, for all the world as if I were an invited guest. Is this how the gazelle feels when she runs over the plains, a study in grace, poised for her slaughter?

The entire world goes black behind the staircase, only breath, only bodies in the dark. Then he opens another thick wooden door, revealing a dimly lit room of cherrywood and cut crystal, of leather and smoke. Barely I see dark eyes, dark suits. Dark men.

I have the sudden urge to hide behind the man with the golden eyes. He’s wide and tall, with hands that could wrap around my waist. He’s a giant of a man, rough-hewn and hard as stone.

Except he’s not here to protect me. He could be the most dangerous of all.

A man blows out a breath, smoke curling from his lips. He wears a slate-gray vest and lavender tie. On another man it would have made him soft, but with the two-days’ growth on a strong jaw, with the devilish glint in his black eyes he’s pure masculine power.

Damon Scott.

“Who do we have here?” he says.

There are other men in the room, other suits, but I don’t focus on them.

The man takes a seat near Damon, to the right of him and a little deeper in the shadows, his eyes turned to bronze in the dark. Like he’s watching all of us, like he’s set apart. I don’t focus on him either.

“I’m Avery James,” I say, lifting my chin. “And I’m here for a loan.”

Damon drops his cigar into a ceramic dish on the side table. He leans forward, pressing his fingers together. “Avery James, as I live and breathe. I never expected you to visit me.”

“Desperate times,” I say because my predicament isn’t a secret.

“Desperate measures,” he says slowly, as if tasting the words, treasuring them. “I’m not in the habit of giving money away for nothing, even to beautiful women.”

I find myself searching the darkness for golden eyes. For courage? Whatever the reason, strength infuses me like a thick gulp of brandy. “What do you give money away for?”

Damon laughs suddenly, the rich sound filling the room. The other men chuckle along with him. I’m their source of entertainment. My cheeks flame.

The man with golden eyes doesn’t crack a smile.

Damon leans forward, obsidian eyes glinting. “In return for even more money, beautiful. Which is why you have a problem. That high school diploma isn’t going to count for much, not even from the best private school in the state.”

It wouldn’t. And who would hire a James when my father has just been convicted of fraud? Part of me still refuses to see the truth. I keep flinching away from it. Every time it hurts. “I’m smart. I’m willing to work. I’ll figure out something. I just need time.”

Time to keep the creditors at bay, time to pay for my father’s medical care. Time to pray, because I don’t have any other options.

“Time.” He gives me a crooked grin. “And how much is that worth to you?”

My father’s life. That’s what hangs in the balance. “Everything.”

Golden eyes watch me steadily, measuring me. Testing me.

Mr. Scott huffs an amused breath. “Why would I hand you twenty grand that I’m never going to see again, much less interest?”

More than twenty grand. I need fifty. I need a miracle. “Please. If you can’t help me—”

“I can’t,” he says flatly.

Golden Eyes reclines, face half in shadow. “That’s not quite true.”

The whole room stills. Even Damon Scott pauses, as if seriously considering the words. Damon Scott is the richest man in the city, the most powerful. The most dangerous. Who can tell him what to do?

“Who are you?” I say, my voice shaking only a little.

“Does it matter?” Golden Eyes asks, his tone mocking.

Righteous anger mixes with desperation. I’m already in a free fall—why shouldn’t I spread my arms? “Who are you?” I say again. “If you’re going to decide my fate, I should at least know your name.”

He leans forward, the light adding amber to his lambent gaze. “Gabriel,” he says simply.

My heart stops.

Scott smiles, his eyes crinkling with pleasure. He’s relishing this, anticipating it. It’s almost sexual, the way he watches me. “Gabriel Miller. The man your father stole from.”

Gabriel Miller smiles faintly. “The last man he stole from.”

Oh, and he made sure my father could never steal again.

Never do anything again.

Pinpricks against my eyes. No, I can’t cry in front of them. I can’t fall apart at all, because my father is lying in a bed, unable to get up, hardly able to move—because of what this man did.

This is the man who turned my father in to the authorities.

This is the man who caused my family’s fall from grace.

I push down the knot in my throat. “You—” A deep breath, because it’s taking all my self-control not to launch myself at him. “You’re a murderer.”

If Scott is the king of the underworld, Gabriel Miller is a god. His empire extends across the southern states and even overseas. He buys and sells anything worth money—drugs, guns. People. My father warned me to stay away from him, but then why did he secretly take bribes? Why did he betray Gabriel Miller, knowing how dangerous he was?

My father isn’t dead, but without a heavy dose of pain medicine, he wishes he were.

“I’ve killed men,” Gabriel says, standing to full height. I can’t help but step back a little. Would he hit me? Worse? His eyes narrow. “When they lie to me. When they steal from me.”

Like my father did.

That same sense of falling turns my stomach. I know I should be terrified, and I am—but I’ve been locked up in a cage my whole life. Part of me enjoys the wind against my face. “I didn’t steal from you.”

Scott gives a short nod, acknowledging that horrible truth. “His money still paid for your pretty shoes, didn’t it? The yoga classes that built that beautiful body?”

And my father paid a terrible price for that money. I still remember him bloodied, broken. Someone sent men to break him. Was it the men that my father double-crossed Gabriel Miller for?

Or was it Gabriel Miller who ordered my father beaten?

I force my shoulders back. “You said you could help me.”

Whatever happens next, I’ll face it with honor, with courage. With the same sense of strength I believe my father had. How had he taught me about honesty while lying the whole time? The James name used to mean something, and I’m trying to maintain the last shreds of our dignity.

“Take off the coat,” Gabriel says, his tone almost mild.

Everything inside me turns cold, bones frozen, breath a cold blast of air in my lungs. “Why?”

“I want to see what I’m working with. Don’t worry, girl. I’m not going to touch you.”

With shaking hands I untie my coat and let it slide from my shoulders. There are indistinct murmurs from the men around me—approval, interest. I have the sudden sense that I’m in the center of a bullfight, a stadium full of spectators hungry for blood.

Finally I meet Gabriel’s eyes, and what I see is a fire of desire, red and orange and yellow. The blaze scalds me from four feet away. The businesslike clothes I chose to wear don’t show much of my skin, but they show all of my shape. The flame of his hunger licks over my breasts, my waist, down my legs.

“Lovely,” Damon Scott murmurs. “But a beautiful body isn’t enough. You need to know how to use it.”

I shiver. He owns a string of strip clubs all over the city. “I can…learn.”

Something flashes in Gabriel’s eyes. “You don’t know how to please a man, girl?”

There had been stolen kisses, furtive touches in the darkened hallways outside society parties. Justin had pushed me, but I had pushed back. Something had always kept me from letting him have sex with me. And then my family name was disgraced.

You have to understand, Avery. I want to be a senator someday. I can’t do that married to a James now.

That was the day after the indictment.

In light of that impersonal phone call, I knew our relationship wasn’t about respect. It wasn’t about love either. Definitely not pleasure. No, I have no idea how to please a man.

“I’m a virgin,” I say softly, sadly, because even if this ruins everything, I can’t lie about it. Not when Gabriel Miller has confessed to killing men who lied.

Not when it would be so easy to confirm.

Damon Scott’s eyes widen, and something sparks in them, interest where there had been only denial. “A virgin, Avery James? Are you serious?”

A flush turns my cheeks hot. It might seem strange for a nineteen-year-old woman not to have sex, but I went to St. Mary’s Preparatory Academy in high school, an all-girl’s Catholic school. My father was protective, only allowing me out at night to society events he also attended. By the time I left for college, I was already engaged to Justin.

Gabriel makes a low sound, almost a growl. “She’s serious.”

Damon Scott looks conflicted. “She’s too young.”

“You have younger girls dancing at your fucking clubs.”

Except they aren’t talking about dancing. The thought makes my heart stop. They’re talking about selling my body for sex. My virginity. “No,” I whisper. “I won’t do it.”

“You see,” Damon Scott says. “She won’t do it.”

Gabriel’s gaze sweeps over my body. He meets my eyes, his expression intent. “She doesn’t have a choice. It’s the most valuable thing she owns.”

It’s not a thing, I want to scream. This is my body.

Except he’s right. It’s the most valuable thing I own—the only thing of any value left after the criminal fines and restitution had been paid, after the lawyers and the bill collectors.

Challenge burns in Gabriel’s eyes. He knows how desperate I am. He’s the one who made me this way. Does he enjoy seeing me brought low? I wasn’t the one who betrayed him, but like Scott said, it was still his money paying for my tuition, my clothes.

“How much?” I ask, the hard knot in my stomach a sign I’ve already lost.

Damon Scott gives a small smile. “We’ll have an auction.”

I’ve been to auctions before—of paintings, antique furniture. The audience with their glasses of wine and numbered signs for bidding. I imagine myself up on the stage. “Who would attend?”

There’s a hungry gleam in Damon Scott’s eyes. “I know a good many men who’d love to teach you the art of pleasure.”

I seriously doubt that I’ll feel any pleasure with a strange man, one who prefers to purchase a woman rather than date her. “How long would I have to—”

“A month,” Gabriel says, his eyes a bright flame.

Scott is silent a moment. “That would bring in more money.”

A month? God, what could a man do to me in a month? Even the thought of being with a stranger for a single night makes my stomach turn over. Bile rises in my throat. Would he want to sleep with me every day? More than that?

“What if—” I swallowed hard. “What if he hurts me?”

Scott shrugged. “It always hurts the first time. So I’ve heard.”

I always imagined that I would have sex with my husband, that he would take care to make it easier for me. A man who paid for the privilege would have no reason to restrain himself. “I mean worse than that. You know…kinky stuff.”

“Kinky stuff,” Gabriel says, the corner of his mouth turned up. “What do you know about kinky stuff?”

My face feels hot. “I’ve seen the movie, okay? I know about things.”

That’s a lie. I squirmed through the movie, lips parted in shock. How did people think of this stuff? Why would any girl like it? And I’m not just a random face in this city. My picture has appeared in the society papers. People know my father. Maybe some of the men were cheated by him, just like Gabriel. Would they want to hurt me in revenge?

“Tell me what you know,” Gabriel says.

The words are mocking, but something sparks inside me. “I know that some men like to hurt women. I know it makes them feel big and strong to hurt someone weaker.”

“And are you weak, little virgin?”

No, I want to say. Except I’ve lost everything in the past two months. My life, my school. My friends. I’m a shadow of my former self. Little virgin makes me fight back, though. Gabriel makes me fight back. “I’m doing what I have to do. Is that weak?”

His gaze flickers over my body, the yellow of his eyes brighter in the lamp’s glow. When he meets my eyes, there’s a begrudging respect. “Scott will screen the men who get invited.”

“Naturally,” Scott says. “I’m not promising these men won’t want kinky shit, but they’ll respect reasonable boundaries.”

That sounds a little vague—what qualifies as reasonable? But I would be stepping into their world, one with thorns and dark shadows. It would be dangerous.

It would be immoral. Daddy taught me to protect myself, but then he failed to protect me. I don’t know what to believe anymore. “I don’t—I don’t know if I can do this.”

Scott waves a hand as if it doesn’t matter to him. Maybe it doesn’t. “Go home, think it over. Come back tomorrow if you want to do it.”

I take a step back, relieved to be dismissed. The thought of making a decision hurts my heart, but at least I have a reprieve.

“Oh, and Avery,” Scott says thoughtfully. “If you do come back, bring some lingerie. We’ll want to get some pictures circulating to generate interest.”

I imagine myself undressed down to my bra, my underwear. More exposed than I am now. And photographs would last forever. That would only be the beginning, because when a man purchased my virginity, he could see every part of me. Touch every inch of my skin. Invade every place in my body. My eyes turn hot with tears. All I can manage is a curt nod, and then I’m practically running from the room.

I’m already in the hallway when I feel a hand on my wrist. Something inside me snaps, and I turn back with a cry of anger, of grief. Of defeat. I strike out with an open palm, trying to hit him, hurt him.

Gabriel subdues me with another hand on my wrist.

One step forward and he backs me into the wall. The rich wood paneling is cool through the cloth of my shirt. His body radiates heat at my front. I shrink against the unforgiving wall as if I can get away from him. He closes the space until we’re a breath away.

“I was going to say you forgot your coat,” he murmurs.

Then I see my trench coat draped over his arm. He’s doing something nice, and I just freaked out at him. God, I’m so messed up inside—fear and shame churning in my stomach. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re right to fight me. I’m not a nice man.”

And he was the one to suggest the auction. His hands are still holding my wrists against the wall, and I realize how exposed I am. “Are you going to let me go?”

His lips brush my temple. “Soon, little virgin.”

“Don’t call me that.” My voice trembles only a little, revealing the turmoil inside me.

“What else should I call you? Princess? Darling?”

“You could call me by my name.”

He dips his head, his mouth right by my ear, his voice just a breath. “There’s only one thing I’m going to call you. Mine.”

The possession in his voice makes me shiver. “Never.”

But a little voice inside my head says, Not yet.

He steps back with a quiet laugh. “You can run away, little virgin. But you’ll come back.”

I’m very afraid he’s right.


Chapter Two


There used to be gardeners working outside and the part-time chef in the kitchen. Maids working under the direction of the housekeeper. Ten thousand square feet of French architectural splendor doesn’t tend itself.

When the scandal hit, things got even louder.

The phone rang constantly with Daddy’s lawyers and business partners. The long street leading up to the cobblestone driveway became a gauntlet, teeming with reporters. There was even a protest once, with posters that read Clean Up Corruption and Get Out of Tanglewood.

Once-rounded bushes have grown wild, casting jagged shadows on empty pavement.

No one greets me as I walk through the front door. I follow the faint hum of machinery down the hallway and into my father’s bedroom, where a hospital bed has replaced the crackled leather chairs in front of the fireplace.

Rosita looks up from her book with worry. “How was it?”

“Oh, it was fine.” I told her I had a meeting with some businesspeople.

She doesn’t know the specifics, but she knows we’re desperate for money. The empty rooms where oriental rugs and antique furniture used to sit are proof enough. I’ve sold everything, scraping every last penny from my late mother’s loving decorating. Only my father’s bedroom remains untouched—except for the IV drip and health monitors that help keep him alive.

I touch my father’s hand, the skin papery. “Did he wake up?”

She glances at my father’s resting face, her expression sad. “He had a few minutes of awareness soon after you left, but the drugs put him to sleep again.”

Sadness is better than wariness, and definitely better than hatred, the way most of his former staff looked at him during those dark days. He had given them each a small severance package, which was nullified by the court once reparations were ordered. Millions of dollars of reparations depleted every one of his accounts.

And then he’d been attacked, beaten nearly to death.

I know on some level he deserved those things. The censure, the debt. Maybe even the beating, by some morality standards. But it’s hard to believe that when I see him struggling to breathe.

I dig through my purse for the bills tucked inside.

Rosita puts her hand over mine. “No, Miss Avery. It’s not necessary.”

It’s easier to force a smile now that I’ve had practice. “It is necessary. And it’s fine. Don’t worry about me.”

She shakes her head, dark eyes mournful. “I’m not blind.” A pointed glance at my body. “I see how skinny you’ve gotten.”

I cast a worried look at my father, but he’s still asleep. “Please.”

“No, I can’t take your money.” She hesitates. “But I can’t watch your father either.”

I open my mouth, but my pleas catch in my throat. How can I ask her to come back? She’s the only one of our former staff to come at all. And she’s right that I don’t have the money to keep paying her. It’s not her fault I’m running out of options.

“Okay,” I say, my voice breaking.

“Your mother—” She makes a soft sound. “She would have been heartbroken to see this.”

I know that, and it’s the only solace I have in her death. She never had to see my father’s fall from grace. She never had to see her little girl turned into a whore. “I miss her.”

Rosita’s gaze darts to my father, almost furtive. “She was loyal,” she whispers. “Like you.”

I nod because it isn’t a secret. Everyone knew she was a doting wife and mother. A true society maven, friends with everybody and the picture of grace. I always dreamed of being like her one day, but I know that with the visit I made earlier, my life will be irrevocably changed.

“Be careful,” Rosita finally adds with a pat to my hand. She takes one final glance at my father. “Mr. Moore is waiting in the back parlor.”

My heart thuds.

Uncle Landon has been my father’s friend and financial advisor for years. They played golf and the stock market. But even as close as he was, he never would have been invited to the back parlor. That was only for family, which is why the lumpy, comfortable couch wasn’t worth anything.

I paste on an expression of nonchalance. “I’ll speak to him when I’m done here.”

Without another word, Rosita shows herself out. Steady beeps fill the space she left behind, clinical reminders of my father’s tenuous hold on life.

Swallowing hard, I take his hand. This hand rocked me to sleep and tossed a softball. Now it seems cold and frail. I can feel every vein beneath the paper skin.

Tears rise up, but I fight them back. “Oh, Daddy.”

I really need my biggest supporter right now. I need someone to tell me everything will be all right. There’s no one left to do that. The only thing that will help now is a phone call from one of the city’s crime lords. A rich man with money enough to buy a woman for the night.

His eyelids are shot through with blue-green veins. They open slowly, revealing the flat gaze he’s had ever since the conviction. “Avery?”

“I’m here. Do you need anything? Are you hungry?”

He closes his eyes again. “I’m tired.”

He’s asleep most of the time. “I know, Daddy.”

“You’re a good girl,” he says faintly, his eyelids fluttering.

My throat feels thick. “Thank you,” I whisper.

“My little jumping jack.”

His voice fades to nothing by the end, but I know what he said. He used to call me that when I was little, boundless as little girls can be. He taught me chess to help me focus. And then he found time to play a game with me every week, no matter what. He worked nights and weekends, but he always made time to sit across the chessboard from me.

In the beeping quiet that follows, I know he’s asleep again. I only get a few minutes with him a day. The rest of the time the medicine keeps him under, but without it he’s in intense pain. He has always been a man of vitality, of action. Multiple broken bones and a harrowing night in the dark alley where they left him aged him twenty years. This is all he has left—the security of this room and the pain medicine. I can’t take those away.

“Everything will be okay,” I say out loud because I have to believe that. I have to believe that I’m doing this for a reason. Have to believe that it will be enough.

There’s no one left to save us except me.


Chapter Three


I have three memories of my mother, and one of them takes place in the back parlor. She was a beautiful debutante, the perfect society wife. Only in the privacy of the back parlor did she ever sit on the floor to play Candy Land with me.

My footsteps echo in the hallway, made empty by my desperate need for money. Darkened rectangles decorate the wooden floor, patches where a rug or piece of furniture sat for a decade or two. Between the sale of our furniture and cashing in my college fund, I’ve kept us afloat for another month, but that will run out soon. The nurse who visits my father once a day, the doctor who replenishes his supply of pain medication. They all want money, both for their expertise and to keep their stories out of the city’s gossip chain. What’s left of my father’s dignity is worth that much.

The door to the back parlor is open. Landon Moore sits on the lumpy couch, his vest impeccable, one oxford-clad foot slung over his leg. He has a full head of silver hair, a beard and mustache, and striking blue eyes. He reminds me of those old English gentlemen, minus the accent.

Part of me hates that he’s encroached on the only thing I have left of my father. The practical part of me knows there aren’t any other sofas in the house. No furniture. There’s nothing left. Panic rises in my chest.

He’s here to help you, I remind myself.

“Uncle Landon,” I manage. “It’s so good to see you.”

He stands, his expression somber. “My dear girl. What a trying time this must be for you.”

For reasons I can’t explain, my lower lip trembles. His sympathy is harder to bear than the challenge in Gabriel Miller’s chiseled face. I can’t afford to feel sorry for myself. I can’t afford to break down, not when I don’t know if I’d be able to put myself back together again.

“I’m fine,” I assure him. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

“Oh but I do, especially with your father out of commission. How is his health?”

His pallid skin, his weakened movements. The excruciating pain I can see in his eyes between doses. “He’s improving every day. I’m just so grateful that he’s healing.”

“Good, good.” He gestures to the sofa—my mother’s sofa. “Come sit down with me. I must speak with you.”

The front parlor was carefully constructed to provide decorum, to allow space. I could have sat in the beautiful Scottish armchairs with a small oak table between us. I could have maintained the smile on my face.

But the back parlor is made for comfort. For intimacy. And when I sit down, the cushions tilt sideways, sliding me closer to his body. He doesn’t move away. Instead his hand lands on my knee with a squeeze. Every muscle freezes as I stare at the faint age spots on his skin, unable to comprehend what’s happening, unwilling to think about why he’s touching me like this.

“My dear, we need to discuss your future. We need to discuss the house.”

“The house—” My voice cracks, and I take a deep breath. This isn’t my house. It isn’t even my father’s. He built it for my mother. He gave it to her outright—a gift. And when she died it passed to me in trust. “You said we’d be able to keep the house.”

“Yes, it’s protected by the trust. But maintenance on an estate like this is, I’m sorry to say, a luxury you can no longer afford.” He glances out the window with an expression of disapproval. The bushes had once been perfectly rounded. Green puffs of cotton candy, I once thought. Now they’ve grown unruly, jagged branches covering the window.

The house isn’t luxury. It’s the only thing I have left. I can’t lose the house. It would break my father to find out how far we’ve fallen. It would break me.

“I had hoped to keep Daddy here. It’s important.”

Landon’s face turns faintly pitying. “Unfortunately the real estate taxes are due soon. We haven’t been paying into escrow for years, as the total would be easily covered by your family’s accounts. But with the recent restitution payments…”

My mouth turns metallic with fear. “How much are the taxes?”

He reaches down to his leather folio and pulls out a folded paper. I take it with trembling hands, shaking hard enough to blur the numbers. When they finally come into focus, my breath expels completely. “Oh God.”

“Yes,” he agrees. “It was laudable to try and keep your father here, but I’m afraid it’s quite impossible. I’ve already been in touch with a realtor and explained the need for a fast sale.”

He goes on about the details of selling the house, but all I can hear are my father’s faint words. You’re a good girl. For so many years he took care of me. It’s my turn to protect him.

“Wait,” I say.

Landon’s expression softens, the lines of his face relaxing. “I know how hard this must be for you. That’s why I wanted to speak to you about a proposition.”

“Something to save the house?” Something to save my father.

“I’m afraid not,” he says gently. “But you know that I care for you deeply. I have the utmost respect for you.”

I blink, uncertain where he’s going with this. “Of course, Uncle Landon. You’ve always been here for us. And you’ve been a huge help to me with the finances during this time.”

He gives me a genial smile. “Good, good. And I hope you’ll be amenable to what I’m about to propose.”

I hold my breath. For some reason I feel wary. As much as Uncle Landon visited from time to time, even though he was always kind to me, something about him made me uncomfortable.

His hand takes mine, pulling it into his lap.

My stomach tightens in shock and silent denial.

“I have had the pleasure of watching you blossom into a beautiful young lady. Your grace and strength during your father’s trial have been admirable. It would be my great honor to make you my wife.”

The air seems to whoosh from the room, my lungs hard and hollow. “What?”

“I realize that I may not have been your first choice—”

“Uncle Landon. You’re like family to me.” And he’s as old as my father. They went to school together. How can he even ask me this?

“We’ll still be family, Avery. I’ll take good care of you.”

My blood runs cold as I consider the implications. Uncle Landon is definitely rich in his own right, through inheritance and from his work as a financial advisor to the city’s wealthy. The thought of accepting his proposal makes my stomach clench, but I can’t say no. “You would keep the house?” I ask cautiously, my voice tight.

He stands and crosses to the mantle, where family pictures crowd together. My mother’s smiling face features prominently, my only method to remember her. He picks up a frame and touches the glass, almost a caress. “Do you know I met your mother first? Before Geoffrey had seen her.”

I shiver. “My father said it was love at first sight.”

“Yes,” he says, with a dark note that I’ve never heard before. “She was a beautiful flower, and he picked her as soon as he saw her. He built this house as a shrine to her.”

My breath catches. This is why he could never countenance moving, even with all the extra space. This house isn’t only for my father. It’s a living memorial to my mother.

“So you’ll help me save it?” I ask almost desperately.

He looks at me sharply. “It wouldn’t be appropriate.” As if realizing the harshness of his tone, he gives me a smile. “And it would be wasteful. I have a very large home that would be quite lovely for you.”

“But my father…”

“He’s barely conscious,” Landon says, his tone curt. “We’ll make him quite comfortable in a room in our house. And we’ll be able to hire a full-time nurse to care for him.”

Part of me wants to demand to know why he won’t pay for the nurse already, considering how destitute we are. Isn’t he best friends with my father? Except his expression doesn’t look kind right now. He seems almost bitter. Jealous? Has he held on to resentment all these years for my mother choosing my dad?

And how creepy would it be to marry Uncle Landon? It would have been bad already—the huge age difference, the fact that he watched me grow up. But knowing I’m a replacement to my mother?

“I can’t,” I whisper.

He returns to the couch, standing beside me, looking down. He runs a finger across my cheek, making goose bumps rise across my skin. “You’ve always been a smart girl. Surely you must see there’s no other choice.”

Gazing up at him, Gabriel’s golden eyes flash in my mind. Isn’t this the safer choice? I’ve known Uncle Landon my entire life. I would be able to live comfortably, in the style I am accustomed to. My father’s medical bills would be taken care of.

Some small, broken part of me wants to give myself over to this, to let someone else fix everything. I’ve had to be strong for so long, watching my life crumble before me. The thought of lying beneath Uncle Landon’s body repulses me, but some stranger at an auction probably wouldn’t be better.

His thumb brushes across my lips, and everything in me recoils. I hold myself very still, even my breath bated. This is the test, I realize. To see whether I can stand his touch.

“So much like her,” he murmurs, and I know he means my mother. “At the same age I met her.”

A shudder rushes through me. “No,” I whisper.

It’s too much knowing he’s imagining my mother. It’s too much thinking of him like family.

“Avery, I’m trying to help you.”

“I have another plan,” I say with that falling sensation again. I’m tumbling, turning. Uncle Landon is my only hope of ground, but somehow I’ve decided to jump.

“What plan?”

“I’m going to get a loan from Damon Scott.”

Landon pulls back in surprise. “The loan shark?”

“He’s a businessman. He’s going to lend me enough for the real estate taxes. And the nurse. I’ll be able to keep the house.” I’m lying out of desperation right now, pretending it will be a loan instead of an auction, praying it will be enough money.

“That much money,” Landon says slowly. “Are you sure he doesn’t want something…unsavory from you?”

That’s what you want from me. I press my lips together, praying for the strength to go through with it. I know the mercy that Uncle Landon is offering me. Not only would he support me, but his standing in the community might be enough to save me in the eyes of society.

But I would be married to him for the rest of my life. Considering he’s thirty years older than me, more likely the rest of his life. It’s still a long time.

Far longer than a month.

Selling my virginity to a stranger would be horrifying, but it would only last for a month. I could survive that. And maybe, with time and with luck, I would almost forget what had happened. Uncle Landon would save me, but the cost would be years.

“It’s already agreed,” I lie. “I’m going to return tomorrow to finalize the contract.”

“I must advise against this,” he says. “The interest rates are no doubt outrageous, if not illegal. And how will you raise the funds to make payments?”

“Don’t worry, Uncle Landon. I have it all worked out.”

Because I won’t be making payments, at least not with money. I’ll be using my body to pay for those taxes, to pay for the nurse. Even as I make the decision, I’m torn with regret and fear. Should I have said yes to Uncle Landon? I can’t imagine spreading my legs for him. Then again I can’t imagine spreading my legs for a stranger.


Chapter Four


That night I dream of a fire licking at my skin, and when I wake, I’m sweating in my sheets. My mattress is on the floor, the only thing remaining in the room after my Victorian bedroom set was sold through an antiques dealer. I don’t want to dream anymore, so I get up and roam the halls. The moonlight slices through the heavy branches, drawing geometric patterns on the empty wooden floors.

I head downstairs and pour a glass of water. It slides down my throat, cool and centering. Whatever happens in that auction, I’ll get through it. Only a month and then it will be over.

I’m making the right choice, aren’t I?

A shadow through the window catches my eye, and my blood turns cold. It must be a wild branch from the bushes. This is what happens when they aren’t trimmed. Still, I stand to the side, watching the window. Only darkness stares back at me.

I laugh uneasily. “You’re paranoid, Avery.”

Meeting with criminals must have made me suspicious.

Another shadow crosses the window. My heart leaps into my throat, thick and pulsing. Oh God. Did I see someone outside? My imagination turns wild—monsters and imaginary beings. Those myths from my books come to life.

More likely it would be a burglar who hasn’t realized we lost everything of value.

Or maybe someone did know about our fall from grace—and that I would be alone and unprotected in the house. My blood runs cold. As Gabriel Miller pointed out, I have one thing left of value. My body. My virginity. Maybe the man outside wants that.

I step close to the window, trying to see outside. The moon hides behind a cloud, the ground lights obscured by overgrowth, leaving the lawn almost completely black.

Is someone hiding out there?

Are they picking the lock even while I stand here, defenseless?

My imagination’s getting the better of me. No one would be out there. I have my entire life in safety. I hadn’t realized that anyone would want to hurt us until the police called me. A dish washer found my father behind their restaurant.

They dumped his body there after beating him.

What if they’ve come back to finish the job?

Ice in my veins, I dash back up the stairs. My phone sits beside my mattress. I grab it and start to dial the number for Uncle Landon. He’s the only one in Tanglewood who still speaks to me.

Then I remember the strange light in his eyes when he talked about my mother.

The longing was surprising enough, but there was something darker underneath. Resentment. Maybe anger.

Instead I find myself dialing my friend Harper. I glance at the time just as she picks up. After two in the morning. No doubt she’s still awake. I don’t know when she sleeps. She’s the pale blonde co-ed to my girl next door, the marble statue to my straw man. The real deal.

“Avery!” she says, breathless. “Jesus God, it’s like you fell off the face of the planet.”

I know from the southern drawl in her voice that she’s very drunk. A faint beat in the background underscores her words, reminding me of late-night study sessions and frat parties at the nearby university. That should be my life right now.

Instead I’m huddling against the wall in a dark, empty house. “I’m sorry I didn’t call sooner, but I’m kind of freaked out.”

“I’m freaking out,” she says, laughing. “Are you coming back now? I’ve missed you!”

There’s a sound from outside—a scratch. My breathing speeds up. “I think someone’s outside.”

The sound of shuffling and the slam of a door come over the line. Immediately the volume drops. “Wait, what’s going on?” she says, sounding more sober. “Are you okay?”

I was too ashamed of my fall from grace to call Harper with a play-by-play of Daddy’s trial. She left me a couple voicemails, but how could I explain that I was never going back to school? I could barely even admit the truth to myself. The entire life I had when I knew her is gone now.

“I don’t know,” I whisper, resting my back against the wall beside the window. “I might be losing my mind.”

One man offered to sell my virginity, another proposed marriage, all in the same day. It was enough to make a girl go crazy. Yes, I’d gone round the bend. I had to pray that’s the cause of those shadows and noises.

“Break it down for me,” she says. “You said you’re at home. Your dad’s house, right?”

She knows about the charges he faced. I admitted that much when I left school last semester. She may have even read about the convictions if she followed the trial. But my father’s beating isn’t public knowledge. “He’s sick,” I say, which is an understatement. “And it’s just the two of us. I thought I saw something outside but…I don’t know for sure.”

“Can you call the cops?”

We aren’t exactly on the cops’ favored list after my dad was indicted on multiple counts of fraud and embezzlement. The last thing I want to do is call them only to find a racoon outside. They would probably arrest me for making a false emergency call. And then who would take care of Daddy?

“I guess I’d like to know there’s something really out there before I call. I’ve had kind of a wild day, so maybe I’m just imagining things.”

“Okay, well, obviously I want to hear about this wild day, but can’t you call your dad’s people? Didn’t he have some kind of security detail?”

There were always men trailing us when we went to the zoo or the museum. They went out of their way to be unobtrusive, but I thought it was normal. Only when I got older did I realize how strange it was. My dad said it was just a precaution, something to keep us safe after my mother died in a drunk-driving accident.

Then the scandal hit.

Daddy’s business lost all its contracts even before he was found guilty. And he couldn’t afford the security guards when he needed them most. Couldn’t afford them when he most needed protection.

“We don’t have them anymore. After the court cases—” I remember the horror of seeing my dad in the hospital, half his face covered in bruises, the other half in bandages. It was worse when the doctors explained that he would probably never walk again. “Things have been bad.”

She makes a sympathetic sound. “You should have called me.”

“I know. I was just…embarrassed. Maybe a little bit in denial.”

“Okay, look. Are the floodlights on? Can you turn something on outside to see better?”

“This is why I called you.” I’m so flustered by Uncle Landon that I can’t even think. No, that’s not true. It’s Gabriel who’s kept me up late, tossing and turning in bed. “There have to be lights somewhere.”

I never had occasion to use them, but I go into the mud room and find a long row of lights. Already I feel less shaky from hearing Harper’s familiar voice. Both of us made our way in the world like American princesses, unafraid and confident of our acceptance. Some of that old comfort winds its way to me across the phone line.

“Turning on the lights,” I tell her, laying my palm sideways to flip them all up at once.

Blinding white lights flood the lawn like an airplane strip. And that’s when I see the man working at the electricity box, something glinting in his hand. Is he cutting the power? Oh God. My pulse races as I stand rooted to the tile floor.

“Avery? Avery!” Harper’s voice comes to me as if from far away.

“Someone’s here,” I say faintly.

The man stumbles back, surprised by the sudden lights. He’s wearing a black hooded jacket and dark jeans. I can’t see his face.

“Avery, do you hear me? Go into your bedroom and lock the door.”

My feet carry me—not to my bedroom, but to my father’s. I lock the door and sink to the floor, listening to Harper borrow a friend’s phone and call the cops. She talks to me through the next few minutes, promising me that everything will be okay.

I know she’s wrong. Even if I make it through tonight, my life is over.

My dad doesn’t wake up, the steady beeps telling me he’s fine.

The cops show up with a loud bang on the door. They explore the large grounds, but there’s no sign of an intruder. Their expressions are disbelieving when I describe what I saw, but it doesn’t matter. I know now that we aren’t safe here. We won’t be safe anywhere. Not without money.


Chapter Five


The thing about being a virgin is that I don’t really have any sexy lingerie. No one has ever seen my underwear except other girls in the gym changing room. I wear sturdy skin-toned bras and cute underwear with pink doughnuts and blue butterflies on them. Nothing with lace or silk.

I stare at the slim contents of my underwear drawer without inspiration as sunlight streams through the window. Last night the lawn seemed ominous, concealing intruders in its shadows. In the daylight it seems like the same cheery place I played as a child. It’s almost enough to make me forget the intruder last night, except that I found the little metal clasp on the electrical box broken. The cops assure me that the lock can get broken in a bad storm, but I know what I saw.

There’s only one way to make sure we’re safe here.

In the end it’s too late to get a fancy bra-and-panty set. Besides, my credit card would get declined. I pull on a plain white T-shirt bra and white panties with a pretty scalloped edge.

If they want a virgin, then they can damn well deal with my underwear.

I have a few fancy dresses left from my days attending opening galas and evening operas, ones I couldn’t sell because they were ripped or too old. But I can’t quite bring myself to dress in a daring red or mysterious black. These are dresses I wore on Justin’s arm, the toast of society. That girl doesn’t exist anymore.

Instead I put on a white sundress. At least it hugs my curves.

I find sandals and a clutch to match, pretending I’m getting ready for brunch with friends.

There will be no more brunches. Maybe no more friends. And I won’t see Justin ever again. A pang in my chest reminds me that I love him—that I love a man who saw me as a stepping stone.

The Den looks different today, more like one of the historic buildings dotting Tanglewood’s downtown. There are offices and stores bustling with people at two in the afternoon.

Maybe I should have waited until tonight.

A knock on the brass ring in a lion’s mouth goes unanswered.

I need to do this before I lose my nerve. I knock harder this time, almost hurting my knuckles against the thick wood. Why aren’t they answering? Maybe they aren’t here, but I can’t turn back now. I’m too deep into this.

Some impulse puts my hand on the doorknob. It turns.

Why isn’t the door locked? Unease moves through my stomach. I expected to find Gabriel opening the door like he did last night. He scared me then, but for some reason I miss him now.

I wander down the hallway, into the large room filled with plush leather armchairs and tables that have been cleared of ashtrays and half-filled glasses. Only smooth surfaces remain, gleaming in the faint light. I take a step back, another—backing out of a room I shouldn’t be in.

A sound comes to me faintly, and I whirl. The wide hallway is empty.

There’s a door at the end of the hall, and it draws me closer with strange magnetism. My feet move on their own, bringing me to the forbidden. I shouldn’t even be in the Den, much less wandering the hallways alone. My curiosity has always gotten me into trouble, but before I had the security of my family name. Now I’m falling without a net.

The door opens to a set of dark wooden stairs. Servants’ quarters, I realize. These old houses were divided by class. The steps lead up to another door, no place to wait except two steps down. My knock echoes through the dim hallway, overloud and startling even though I made the sound.

I chance a look down the stairs, at the shadowed landing below, darkness impenetrable. Dizzy waves rush over me. I’m in one of those twisting sketches with stairs that turn into themselves, a never-ending maze. I’ll never find my way back.

The door swings open, and then a large body slams into mine—as hard and solid as the stairs beneath my feet. I lose my grip on the rail and fall backward, world upside down. Oh God, I’m falling.

I twist in the air, all sense of balance lost, no ground to fall back on. Firm hands grasp my arms, almost bruising. They haul me upright, toes brushing the steps, gaze snapping to fierce eyes and a snarl.

Wild. That’s all I can think of the man holding me up. Heavy eyebrows slant over copper eyes, the pupils large enough to make him almost feral. This close I can see his features better, lit by the overhead light instead of the dim room downstairs. His nose and mouth are crude, etched from stone instead of flesh. The whole effect is made more sinister by the faint slash through his cheek and upper lip, a scar so deep and so old it’s a part of his features now, a thin sliver of water through a canyon wall.

“Whoa,” comes his low voice, like I’m the animal. Like I need settling.

Too late I hear the soft keening sound I’m making. I fall silent. “I’m sorry.”

He drags me inside, setting me down on the wooden floor with a hollow clack of my sandals. My ankles turn, topsy turvy. He frowns down at the white leather straps of my sandals as if they don’t belong—and God, he’s right. They’re from another life. Another girl, one who’d never step foot in a place like this.

Gabriel’s voice cuts through the thick air. “Did I hurt you?”

I can still feel the imprint of his fingers on my arms, the solid muscles of his chest as he rammed into me. Hurt, yes. Pain like rays of sunlight through the cloudy numbness I’ve been living in.

“I’m fine.” A lie.

Bronze eyes narrow, taking in the slim line of my dress, the designer clutch. I’m too broke to even afford a knock-off—how’s that for irony? “I’m ready for you.”

I’m still falling. Catch me. But he isn’t my white knight. No one’s going to save me. “Ready?”

He makes a rough sound, maybe amusement. Maybe pleasure. “To take pictures.”

My breath stutters. “You’re going to take them?”

“There’s a photographer. He’s excellent. Damon would have been here as well to make sure he gets the right shots, to make sure you’re…cooperative. But he has another engagement.” His grin is almost feral. “I volunteered to stand in for him.”

Pride feels heavy in my throat. “You enjoy seeing me fall.”

Maybe I should have expected that, considering my father cheated him. But he already turned Daddy in to the authorities, his evidence the impetus for the indictment. I suppose for a man like him that wouldn’t be enough. Had he been the one to send men to attack my father?

Had he sent men to my house last night?

Gabriel’s voice is bland. “Maybe I just enjoy watching a beautiful woman.”

With his wealth and his devastating looks, he could have any woman he wants. But after what he did to my father, he would never have me.

Unless he buys your virginity at the auction, a small voice taunts me.

He wouldn’t do that, would he?

I glance back down the stairs as if I have a chance to escape. “The photographer’s already setting up? How did you know I would come?”

“Desperate times.”

The men of the Den control this city with wealth, influence. Power. “Familiar with desperate measures, are you?”

“They’re my bread and butter.”

“Drugs,” I say, accusatory. “Guns?”

“Sex,” he says, his voice mocking.

No, my hands aren’t clean. But I still feel out of my depth. I may have benefited from my father’s secret criminal deals, but I never knew about them. “Yes,” I whisper.

“So innocent,” he murmurs. “This is a whole new world for you, isn’t it?”

He doesn’t sound sympathetic. I’m a curiosity to him, something to bat around like a mouse between his claws. “You don’t have to make me cooperate. I’m going through with it.”

His smile is almost sad. “I know, little virgin. You don’t have a choice.”

With that he turns from me and leads the way down a hall.

Dread clenches my stomach, but he’s right. I don’t have a choice.

Part of me wonders why they wouldn’t take the pictures downstairs, with the beautiful crown molding and elaborate furniture. I find my answer as soon as I enter the small room. It might have been a bedroom for servants, two thin beds on either side, the ceiling slanted above us. The window is old enough to be made from warbled glass, lending a dreamy look to the light, almost as if we’re underwater.

There are white photographer screens placed around the room that only seem to amplify the effect. On one side a man fiddles with a large camera on a tripod. He looks up when we come in, his bushy eyebrows rising. “This is the subject?”

I swallow hard, thrown by the lack of hello. I’m already an object to be photographed for auction, a chair or a rug. Not a person anymore.

“She’ll take the dress off,” Gabriel says.

My breath catches. “Do I really need to do that? I thought the sundress might be…”

“Provocative?” Gabriel offers blandly. “Perverse? Yes, but some of the men on the invite list can be rather…obvious. They would prefer to see skin.”

“Right.” I swallow hard. “It’s just that I didn’t have any…any sexy lingerie. Just my regular stuff.”

“Your regular stuff?” Gabriel asks with a lift of his eyebrow. “Show me.”

Only then do I realize I’ll have to undress in front of two men, one I’ve just met. Only then do I realize that showing my regular underwear and bra is somehow more intimate than a matching lace set.

This is something I thought only my husband would ever see.

Shaking hands reach behind me to unzip the dress. The straps slide off my shoulders with the simple movement. I stand like that for a breathless, frozen moment, knowing there’s no going back.

I don’t even have to push the dress away from me. I let my hands fall to my sides, and the soft material falls down my body, a caress as solid as Gabriel’s golden gaze.

“Jesus,” the photographer mutters, staring at my plain white bra, the white panties.

I manage not to cringe. This isn’t what a sexy woman would wear. This isn’t going to earn anything at auction. “I’m sorry,” I whisper miserably.

I’ve only just started this and I’m already failing.

“It’s perfect,” Gabriel says, sounding almost reverent. “You’re perfect.”

Goose bumps rise across my skin. It takes everything in me not to snatch my dress, not to run from the room. Maybe he does need to ensure my cooperation. I’m already trembling, and all they’re doing is looking. How will I stand it when a strange man climbs on top of me?

I look away, at a point on the plain whitewashed walls. “How should I stand?”

My voice is stiff, betraying my nerves.

Footsteps come closer, and I know without looking that it’s Gabriel. It might be something about his gait, graceful and confident. More likely it’s the way my body electrifies whenever he’s near.

He touches my chin and turns my face to him. “I’ll show you.”

There’s something almost encouraging in his eyes, a strange infusion of strength. I shouldn’t trust it, shouldn’t trust him, but I find myself standing straighter anyway. “Okay.”

“We’ll start with some shots from the front.” He moves to stand behind me, brushing my hair over the tops of my breasts, arranging the heavy locks over my face. “The advance pictures will hide your face.”

“They won’t know who I am?” It’s a small relief that there won’t be half-naked pictures of me—identifiable pictures, including my face—circulating in the city.

“If they want to know who you are, they’ll have to pay ten grand.”

“Ten grand,” I gasp, shame and elation warring within me. If enough people show up, I can pay the real estate tax bill. “How many men do you think will come?”

“Damon will keep the attendance fees.”

Of course he will. He isn’t hosting the auction out of the goodness of his heart. A perverse amusement rises in me, imagining this as a charity auction—my family’s tattered dignity the cause. We could set up little cardboard boxes for quarters at gas stations. Maybe organize a bake sale. “And I’ll get the amount that’s bid?”

“Minus his percentage,” Gabriel says smoothly.

“Hey,” I say, half turning to face him. “I’m the one doing all the work.”

“Never fear, little virgin. You’ll make plenty selling your wares.” He turns me to face the camera again, this time tipping my head forward so my hair creates a veil over my face.

His palms run down my arms, sending sparks of sensation over my skin. He nudges them forward, plumping my breasts. It’s a strange position, almost like prayer.

“Stay,” he murmurs, his breath soft against my neck.

Then he steps away, and the photographer starts clicking. My stomach turns over as I imagine strange old men looking at these pictures, evaluating my body, judging my monetary worth.

When the clicking stops, Gabriel steps forward and turns me sideways. He lifts my hands so that they rest on my head, elbows forward, revealing the shape of my breasts, my butt. Gabriel only touches me on my arms, and even then he’s businesslike. Weirdly respectful, considering the situation. He could take the opportunity to feel me up. I couldn’t stop him. Instead he gives my shoulder a reassuring squeeze before stepping back.

More clicking, some flashes from the equipment stationed around the room.

I close my eyes tight, waiting for it to be over.

“Hmm,” Gabriel says, his voice coming from near the camera. Is he looking at the pictures through the lens? What does he see when he looks at me? “Let’s try some with her facing away.”

They must not be good. That’s my only thought as I turn to face the wall like a child being punished. I’m so inherently unsexy that only a picture of my backside could possibly appeal to anyone. Panicked thoughts race through me, making me tremble, making me shake.

His hands land on my shoulders, and I suck in a ragged breath. “This isn’t going to work,” I whisper, half to him, half to myself. “I’ll never be able to go through with it.”

He speaks without turning me around, both of us facing the wall. “You said you’re a virgin, but exactly how inexperienced are we talking?”

The most embarrassing part is that I don’t know how to answer that question. Girls in my school whispered about what they did with their boyfriends. Lord knows Harper has told me some dirty things, but they almost felt like a made-up story to me. People don’t really do those things to each other, do they?

I would find out soon enough. I’d experience them firsthand.

“I’ve done things,” I say even though it feels like a lie.

“What kind of things?” he says, and I wonder whether it’s prurient interest or concern that compels him to ask. “Making out on the couch when Daddy isn’t home? Letting a boy feel under your shirt?”

“No,” I whisper.

“Have you ever been kissed?”

I manage to nod. That was as far as I let Justin go. He pushed me for more in the darkened back hallways at parties, in the empty storage rooms outside hotel ballrooms.

And I always told him no.

“What are you afraid of?” he murmurs.

The way he asks, I know he doesn’t mean the auction. He’s asking why I never let a boy go further with me. He’s asking why I’m still a virgin.

Our position makes it feel more intimate, as if there isn’t a stranger only a few feet behind us, as if I’m not being forced to do this. The wavy lighting adds to the effect, as if this is only in a dream. I can tell the truth because this isn’t even real.

“Daddy caught me once,” I say as if in a trance. “I was sleeping in on the weekend, or he thought I was. But I was actually touching myself.”

“What did he say?”

“He told me it was wrong. He said that it wasn’t ladylike, that that kind of behavior would disgrace our family name.” The intense shame I felt then hits me like a blow to the stomach, almost doubling me over. It’s only Gabriel’s steady presence behind me that holds me up. He hardly touches me, only the lightest brush of his hands on my arms, but they might as well be made of iron.

“And then he was the one who disgraced your family name.”

“He put chili juice on my fingers every night for a month.”

The irony is enough to make me throw up. For years I resisted what the other girls were doing, refused what the boys wanted from me. The only boy willing to wait until marriage was Justin, and it turned out that was only because he viewed our relationship as a political stepping stone.

“Stay here, little virgin.”

He moves away from me, and I feel his loss like a wintry wind. I’m alone, bereft.

The camera clicks behind me, invading my privacy, reminding me of just how public this will be. I can’t even touch my body without feeling guilt, but some stranger will soon have the right.

“Look at me.” Gabriel’s voice comes to me from near the camera.

I turn to look at him over my shoulder. Most of my face is still hidden by my hair, but he can see more of me. Is my turmoil visible in my posture? Can they read the pain in my eyes? Everything that I believed was a lie, but the truth hurts enough that I want it back.

“Touch yourself,” he says.

My heart stops, because if he wants me to do this for the camera, I’ll falter. I’ll fail.

“Tonight. When you’re in bed, alone. In the dark. Lock the door if you need to. No one will walk in on you. Touch yourself and make yourself feel good. You remember how to do that, don’t you?”

The memory comes like a tangible caress, a stroke on my private place. My lips part on a soft sigh. Heat suffuses my cheeks. I squeeze my legs together, seeking more.

The click of the camera captures my illicit pleasure.

“That’s it,” the photographer says.

Gabriel studies whatever is on the view screen, his expression enigmatic. “Yes. That’s the one.”


Chapter Six


Both men step outside to let me dress. It only takes a moment to slip my sundress over my head. I use the privacy to gather my composure. I can’t believe I told Gabriel about that time with my dad.

And then he was the one who disgraced your family name.

Maybe it’s crazy to stand by my father, but I’m all he has left. Bedridden, barely able to breathe. He raised me from the moment my mother died. If I were to abandon him, he’d die. Whether from his injuries or from men coming to finish the job. I put my hands to my cheeks, feeling lingering heat.

How will I face Gabriel Miller now that he knows my secrets?

Except I need to confront him to find out if he sent the men to my house yesterday. Part of me wants to believe that he wouldn’t do that, but the timing is too coincidental. And he has the most motive to want my father dead.

Taking a deep breath, I open the door and step into the small hallway.

It’s darker than I remember, darker than it was in the dreamlike bedroom, and I blink while my eyes adjust. I realize that someone has turned off the overhead light in the hall. And I’m not alone.

“Gabriel?” I say, my voice wavering slightly.

A low laugh fills the space, darker and with more grit than I expect. “He went downstairs,” says an unfamiliar voice.

Fear spikes in my chest. “Oh. I’ll go look for him.”

“You should be running the other way.”

I take a step toward the stairs, backing away. I know that Gabriel isn’t safe. He has a reason to hurt me. But something about this man makes my blood turn to ice.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I say, squinting to make out his features. All I can see is pale hair and pale eyes.

“In fact, you ought to be running far away. The James family isn’t welcome in this city anymore. Or haven’t you figured that out yet?”

Old loyalty sparks anger inside me. “I’m very aware of my family’s standing in Tanglewood. That’s the reason I’m in this mess.”

“Sex for money. I guess it’s more honest work than your daddy did, but just as dirty.”

I flinch in the darkness. Something in his voice sounds personal. “What do you know about what my daddy did?”

“Your father stole from Gabriel Miller, and nobody gets away with that. That’s why he got knocked down. But Gabriel wasn’t the only person he stole from.”

And all those men would want to hurt my dad. “He isn’t stealing from anyone anymore.”

In the shadows I see a broad shoulder shrug. “Doesn’t make people whole again, does it? Though I suppose if they had you in their beds, taking the money out on your skin, that might make them feel better.”

Fear is a finger down my spine, making my whole body shudder. I spin away from him and fly down the wooden stairs, heart pounding wildly. Part of me expects him to follow, and I speed up in anticipation of a hand on my shoulder, a fist in my hair.

Then I’m in the wide foyer, warmly lit by lamps along the wall. Safe.

Except safety is only an illusion when I’m in the Den.

Gabriel waits for me in the cozy leather chair where Damon was sitting last time. There’s a glass in his hand, half-full, and he watches me with an unreadable expression.

I meant to question him carefully, but all my caution has evaporated. “Did you send someone to my house last night?”

For a moment he’s so still I think he hasn’t heard me. Then he leans forward, setting the glass on the table. “Someone came to your house?”

Of course a man like him would be an accomplished liar. I have to be smarter than him. Except if he did send someone, what could I do about it? The police were useless. “I surprised him when he was tampering with my electrical box. He left before the police came. Was it you?”

He speaks slowly, as if wondering the answer himself. “Why would I tamper with your electrical box?”

The shame of undressing upstairs mixes with my fear of the unnamed man. Something inside me snaps, pooling tears in my eyes. “To scare me. To hurt me. For the same reason you turned my father in.”

His expression darkens. “Your father stole from me.”

“Did you get your money back?” I ask tightly.

“No, but it wasn’t about that. I made an example out of him.”

My heart squeezes as I remember my dad’s rasping breath. “Right, except I’m the one giving up my friends, my future. I’m the one who’s going to be auctioned off.”

He frowns. “Did you get a look at the man’s face?”

“He was wearing a hoodie.” I did get a feel for his build, his gait. Could he have been Gabriel Miller? Could he have been the man upstairs? Even if he wasn’t either of them, he could have been sent by them.

“Someone will guard the house tonight,” he says casually as if I should take his innocence for granted. He’s anything but innocent. “If he comes back, we’ll catch him.”

My eyes narrow. “Why would you do that for me?”

One dark eyebrow rises. “Damon is going to make a lot of money on your auction. He’s going to want to protect his investment.”

Of course. I have become a product. My security would be a safe around a diamond, meant to keep me away from other men. Only, the most dangerous men in the city have the combination. It isn’t protection at all. It’s a cage.

I leave without another word, stomach tight until I’m back in my house with the door locked. I take a shower, trying to wash away the shame of their gazes on my skin, the light touch of Gabriel’s hands on my arms. No matter how hard I scrub, I can still feel him.


Chapter Seven


Over the weeks since my father came home from the hospital, I’ve fallen into a routine. I check my father’s vitals in the morning and change his bedding, which he mostly sleeps through. Then at midday I come and bring him lunch. That’s the best chance I have to catch him awake. He can only handle liquids—warm soup and cold pudding. Sometimes he can stomach a few bites.

At school my major was classical studies with a focus on ancient mythology. It was fascinating for me, but far more suited for the wife of a senator than someone who had to measure medicine and administer shots.

By the time I fall onto my mattress every night, my muscles are sore. My body is tired, but my mind remains stubbornly awake—running over every weekly chess game of my childhood, every hour of the trial, every excruciating second of the breakup with Justin.

Since I met Gabriel yesterday, I have something new to obsess about.

After dressing in panties and a cami, my usual sleep clothes, I glance outside the window. A gleaming black SUV sits on the curb in plain sight. My heart lurches. What if someone’s come back? Except the car isn’t hidden at all. And when I squint, I can make out the silhouette of a man inside.

Damon Scott must have sent him.

He’s going to want to protect his investment.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

From across the room my phone blinks a green light at me. A voicemail. I reach for it with shaking fingers, not sure whether I want to hear from Damon. He couldn’t have set up the auction that quickly, could he? I press the phone to my ear.

My blood goes cold for a different reason as I hear Landon Moore’s voice.

“My dear Avery. I understand that you were shocked by my proposal. I realize now that you need time to process the change. I was surprised to discover that you had grown into such a beautiful young woman. I confess that I had considered our union before these unfortunate events, but I feared that you would never see me as more than your dear Uncle Landon. I can be patient during this difficult time and trust that you’ll make the right decision.”

My dinner threatens to come up, and I toss the phone across the bare wood floors. It’s harder to bear his patience because I don’t know if I’m making the right choice. I can’t bring myself to accept him, to bind myself to him for life, even though that might make things easier for me.

I also can’t bring myself to give up this house, the only remnant of my mother.

What would she tell me to do if she were here?

How would my life have been different if she were alive? I would have had someone to teach me about my body. About sex. I would have had someone to explain how my period works instead of the school nurse. I would have had someone to tell me about sex instead of chili juice on my fingers.

Touch yourself.

Gabriel’s words come back to me in a sensual rush, my heart pounding.

He didn’t mean it, did he? It’s just some stupid, taunting thing he said to get the right picture. And if he did mean it, it’s not like I have to listen to him. He’s a horrible man.

Except I find myself reaching for the sheet even though it’s a warm night. I’m alone in the house with the doors locked. There’s a man outside watching to make sure no one tampers with the electricity again. My dad is asleep, attached to his hospital bed, unable to walk in on me if he woke up.

When you’re in bed, alone. In the dark. Lock the door if you need to.

Still I pull the sheet over my body. The thin layer of fabric is my shield from the fear, from the shame that burns inside me. I want to pretend I never heard his words, to act like they don’t matter.

No one will walk in on you.

Except if I can’t even touch myself, how can I let some man touch me? If I have never had an orgasm, how can I expect some stranger to give me one? He might not give me pleasure, but it would be even worse if he did. I imagine being helpless in the arms of some cold, distant man.

He would own me. I can’t give someone that power over me, not even for money.

I start by touching my breasts because that feels less scary. They’re warm and firm, my nipples already hard from thinking about this. I close my eyes while my fingers toy with my nipples. They are little zings of pleasure, in my breasts, in my core, but not enough. Not enough to come.

Touch yourself and make yourself feel good. You remember how to do that, don’t you?

I never made myself come, but I remember where I liked to rub my body. My palms run across my stomach, down to my panties. I spread my legs, taking deep breaths. The conditioning runs deep with me. There’s already a faint burn, the long-ago memory of chili juice when I tested it against my sex.

For a horrible moment I hear my father’s voice telling me that I’m dirty, that I’m a disgrace. And I realize that it’s not just about some strange man owning me. My father owns me. All these years he’s kept me from my own body.

So is Gabriel giving it back? Or is he taking the reins?

I imagine his golden eyes watching me, knowing and sure. My inner muscles clench in response. There’s something dangerous about him. It’s not only what he did to my family, not only the harm to my father. There’s a threat inherent in him, like a lion stalking his prey. It’s mesmerizing even while it terrifies me.

There’s an ache, a feeling of tightness whenever I think about him. The dark hair long enough to curl at the ends. The jaw shadowed with stubble. The broad shoulders that suit a man of power. My body responds even if my heart shrinks in fear. It’s sickening, but God, so damned welcome. I’m tired of clenching my hands against my impulses, so tired of being ashamed.

My fingers are clumsy as they roam my sex, remembering where to stroke myself, finding the place where a touch feels too rough. I have to circle around it, and a sort of haze lowers over my mind.

Pleasure laps at my skin like gentle waves against the shore. I could do this forever, my finger slowly moving, my hips nudging up slightly. There’s no urgency. Only peace.

Then that strange man’s voice rises, unbidden, from the shadows of my mind.

I suppose if they had you in their beds, taking the money out on your skin, that might make them feel better. It should scare me, but in this sex-drowsed state, with Gabriel fresh in my mind, something else happens. Desire pulses through my body, a drop of liquid lust tickling my skin on its way down.

It’s not hard to imagine him doing something daring. Would he hurt me?

A man like Gabriel Miller would never be gentle. Even his words are sharp. They cut me, leaving my pride in shards at his feet. His eyes slice to the core of me. What would his hands do? His mouth? His cock?

Pressure builds in my sex, and I circle faster and faster. Harder, abusing the small nub of nerves until my body shudders and shakes, mouth open in a silent scream. Liquid spills over my fingers, dampening the fabric of my panties as my sex pulses for eternity.

In the aftermath my muscles feel stiff. Pulling my wet fingers up makes me blush. I rub them furtively on the sheets as if I’ll get caught with them, shiny and sex smelling in the dark.

“What are you doing to me?” I whisper to the hollow room.

I don’t know whether I’m talking to Gabriel or my father. I might as well be asking the question to myself. How could I climax thinking of Gabriel Miller? How could I come imagining being hurt?


Chapter Eight


The next morning I wake up to ringing of the doorbell. My heart leaps to my throat as I pull on a pair of jeans over my panties and tank top. In the bright light of day I’m more worried about some overzealous bill collector than a hooded man. Real estate bills with arms and legs, standing as tall as a skyscraper, have invaded my dreams. I’m half expecting us to be evicted for some unknown bill before we even get to the auction.

I open the door to a bright-eyed Harper, who’s holding up two steaming cups of coffee. “Good morning, sleepyhead!”

Embarrassment burns my throat like acid. She would have already seen the overgrown state of the yard. As soon as she comes inside, she’ll see the empty rooms where furniture used to be.

Even knowing she’ll find out the truth, I can’t help my joy at seeing her. I’ve been desperately alone since I came back from college. One by one all Tanglewood friends abandoned me.

I throw my arms around her neck, surprising us both by bursting into tears. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.”

She squeezes me back. “Oh, Avery. Tell me everything.”

Over her shoulder I spot a glossy black car with a man leaning against it, a cigarette in his mouth. He notices me looking and gives me a mock salute.

A shiver runs through me. “Let’s go inside.”

Sitting on the floor in the empty living room, sipping our soy chai lattes, I tell her about the horrible court dates, where reporters hounded us on the way up and down the marble steps. I tell her about the convictions, how my father seemed to age ten years overnight as the guilty verdicts rang out. And I tell her about the horrible night I got a phone call from the police telling me my father was in the hospital.

Harper’s brown eyes fill with tears. “Christ, Avery. How could you try and keep all this to yourself? You’re too strong for your own good.”

It all felt like a nightmare, but when I speak the words aloud, they become real. “I guess I was just taking it one day at a time. And for a while Daddy tried to keep a brave face, telling me that he’d fix everything. But they were just words. And after the attack…the doctors say he’ll never really recover.”

“You aren’t coming back to school,” she says, and it isn’t a question.

I shake my head. “There’s no way. Maybe someday in the future I can think about college again, but right now I have to focus on Daddy. He needs me.”

She looks down, fiddling with the lid of her latte. “What are you going to do for money?”

Isn’t that the million-dollar question? “I’m fine.”

“Is that your way of saying you’re totally fucked?”

In more ways than one. “I’m working on something, but I don’t have the details figured out yet.”

Her eyes spark with curiosity. “I’m going to let you off the hook—for now. Tell me what happened with Justin. You texted me that you broke up with him?”

Shame suffuses my cheeks as I remember all the times I told her how handsome he was, how perfect. “No, he broke up with me.”

She looks mystified. “But he was crazy about you.”

“Because of this whole mess. He said he wanted to be a senator one day, and he couldn’t be connected to the James family if he was going to do that.”

A gasp. “That bastard.”

I look away and swallow. “I guess I understand his point. I wouldn’t want to ruin his future.”

“You’re way too nice. He’s a dirty rat bastard.”

My cheeks burn as I share the most humiliating part. “I got the impression I was only going to be a stepping stone anyway. That he never really cared about me. I guess that’s why he was okay waiting until marriage.”

She bites her lip, looking contemplative. “I don’t know about that. He was crazy about you, but he was always pretty spineless. I’m sure Papa Justin wasn’t too pleased about the scandal.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Spineless? You never said anything.”

“I mean he looked good in a tux, but he couldn’t make up his own mind about anything. He’s probably following in his dad’s footsteps because he couldn’t think of any original career path.”

I manage a wan smile. “Well, his senatorship is safe and sound now.”

“He’ll regret it,” she says, sounding sure. “And you’re better off without him. You’ll find someone who cares about you for you—not for your family name.”

Maybe so, but how would that future man feel about how I’d lost my virginity? Even if I tried to keep it a secret, people would talk about it. They’re paying an attendance fee just to find out my identity. After the way the reporters circled my father’s court case, the entire auction might eventually be public knowledge.

I’m not just giving up my college degree or my career. I might be giving up being in love, having a family. Loneliness stretches out in front of me like a desert, Gabriel’s eyes burning like the sun.

He may not be standing outside my house, but he could ask Damon what I’m doing. And he’s the one who orchestrated my family’s fall. He’s like a puppet master, moving me faster and faster until I come apart.

“Maybe it’s better that I’m not engaged. I can’t focus on anything as long as Daddy’s sick.” He needs so much care just to stay alive. I never realized how fragile life could be until I saw all the tubes and monitors attached to his frail body. “He needs me right now.”

“Don’t you have a nurse for him?”

“We have someone who comes to check his medicine. The doctor comes once a week. That’s all I can afford.” Actually I’m running out of money for that too.

“You’ve been the one feeding him? Changing him?”

“When he’s awake enough to eat.” My stomach pitches as I remember holding in tears the last time I bathed him. It was almost worse that he was aware, feeling embarrassed that his daughter saw him naked. What choice did we have?

Compassion fills her eyes. “I would help you, but Jerk Face still controls my trust fund.”

Harper was furious when her estranged father granted her stepbrother control in his will. He said it was to keep the money safe—and secretly I thought it might be for the best. Christopher is a buzzkill, but he makes sure all her bills got paid. Harper’s a bleeding heart, incredibly nice but lacking practicality of any kind. She would hand over the two-thousand-dollar designer jacket off her back if a homeless person looked cold.

“In a few years I’ll turn twenty-two and have control. I can help you then.”

In a few years my father might be dead, but I don’t tell her that. It’s not her problem. “Don’t worry about us. Seriously, we’re fine. It’s hard right now, but it will get better.”

“Because you’re working on something.”

Nerves churn my stomach. I’m not even sure I could back out now if I wanted to. The man outside is keeping anyone from hurting me—considering I’m worth more to Damon Scott alive than dead. What would the guard do if I tried to leave? It doesn’t matter, because I can’t go anywhere with my father attached to the hospital bed.

“That’s right. Now tell me how long you’re here. I want to stay up late and talk about what you’ve been doing since I left.”


Chapter Nine


For two blissful days Harper stays with me. She told her professor that her dog at home died, which seems like a horrible lie—and not very believable either—but she has a way of wrapping men around her little finger. Except for Christopher, unfortunately.

We melt squares of butter to pour over popcorn and watch Gwyneth Paltrow in Emma. There aren’t any other beds in the house, so we turn it into a sleepover and share my bed. She even makes her grandmother’s recipe for clam chowder, which Daddy declares is delicious.

When a cab drives away with her Sunday afternoon, it feels like a cold splash of reality. The house is larger and emptier now that she’s gone. After sharing the last of the chowder with Daddy for lunch, I find some clippers in the tool shed.

For the next hour I attack the wayward branches, taming the bushes along the front of the house. They don’t look nearly as pretty as when we had landscapers, but that’s not the point.

My hands have blistered when I finally drop the metal shears to the grass.

I head inside, intent on a shower, when I hear the phone ring.

Landon has called twice more while Harper was here, and if it’s him, I’m not going to answer. The number is blocked, though, so I press the green Call button. “Hello?”

“Ms. Avery James,” comes the pleased male voice. Damon Scott.

I smooth my hair back as if he can see my wild-girl appearance. I probably look like I’ve been hacking my way through the rain forest right now. “Oh, hi.”

Paper shuffles on the line. “Are you ready for the big night?”

I’ll never be ready. “Do you have a date set?”

“This Saturday. The richest men in the city are panting to find out who you are.”

There’s no hiding from his knowing voice on the other end of the phone, but I still duck into the pantry and shut the door. Shame burns hotly on my cheeks. This Saturday. “I guess that’s good.”

“That’s excellent, trust me.”

“Said the spider to the fly.”

A low laugh. “This particular fly is going to get a very nice payday for her time in the web.”

I hope so or this would be pointless. “I don’t mean to be indelicate but…”

My breath catches because I’ve been taught so strenuously never to mention money. Never to appear weak. I know I need to break those habits. I’m no longer the wealthy, privileged daughter of one of the city’s most venerable businessmen. But talking about money is still as hard as touching myself, forbidden for long enough to make it physically painful.

Oh God, this Saturday.

“How much money will you earn?” he says easily. “It depends on the tenor of the evening, how high we can push the bidding. I think you’re looking at a couple hundred thousand, at least.”

“A couple hundred…” My voice trails off, and I feel faint. At one time those kinds of numbers wouldn’t have fazed me. There were savings accounts and investment funds galore. All of that has evaporated into nothing. A couple hundred thousand dollars would pay the real estate bill several times over. I’d be able to keep the house and pay for a full-time nurse.

“Maybe more. We’ll have to play it by ear.” I can hear his smile over the phone. “Naturally I want my percentage to be as high as possible.”

“Naturally,” I say, still feeling faint. I guess this is what hope feels like. “And they won’t…they won’t hurt me?”

I can’t forget what the man said to me in the narrow hallway, about my father’s enemies taking recompense out of my skin. How much can I endure for a month? Sex, definitely. But pain?

“Look, I won’t lie to you,” he says. “Some of the men attending dabble in some of the more…daring sexual activities, I’ll say. It’s a natural consequence of dealing with rich men, with too much time and money on their hands to be content with plain old vanilla.”

Does he count himself in that group? Probably. I press my hand to my eyes, trying not to imagine him doing things that are daring. I especially don’t want to imagine Gabriel Miller doing anything at all.

“There have to be boundaries, right?”

“Of course. You’ll be the same girl coming out that you were going in. Nothing permanently harmed or changed. Except for one small portion of your anatomy.”

The air in the pantry seems to get thinner. “I see.”

“Don’t worry. A hymen is more rare around here than whips or chains could ever be. Hopefully you’ll keep them entertained for the whole month.”

“Whips and…chains?” My stomach clenches hard.

“Well, the auction begins at nine p.m. We’ll start the drinks flowing before that to make sure they’re loose with their wallets. You should arrive by seven to get you ready.”

Two hours is a long time to get dressed. “Are you sure I need—”

“I’m sure,” he says, almost cheerful. “I’ll see you then.”

The click over the line seals my fate.


Chapter Ten


In ancient mythology the Minotaur was a creature with the head of a bull and the body of a man. He lived at the center of a maze. Athens had to send seven young men and seven unwed girls as a sacrifice on a ship.

In my case the maze is the Den, which looms high in the dusky sky, orange rays of sunset split by the intricate turrets. There’s only one sacrifice this Saturday night.

Someone waits at the curb to take my keys. I wobble on my heels for only a moment before catching myself. The last thing I need are skinned knees as I go in front of the wealthiest men in the city. Then I’m standing in the foyer, marveling as people bustle around. I hadn’t quite realized how much of a production this would be, but with that much money on the line, it makes sense. My stomach pitches with nerves because I’m going to be at the center of this hurricane.

Damon emerges from a door, looking sharp in a three-piece suit. He’s one of many turns I’ll take tonight, going deeper into the maze. Only at the end will I find out who’s won the auction. Only then will I meet the Minotaur.

“The woman of the evening,” he says warmly.

A shiver runs through me. That sounds ominous. I force myself to smile. “I’m not sure it will take me two hours to get ready, though.”

He laughs. “Candy asked for the whole day. I told her she’d have to make do.”

“Candy?”

“Ivan’s girl. She’ll be the one taking care of you.”

Ivan Tabakov? I’ve heard his name spoken, but only in whispers. And didn’t his wife used to strip at one of his clubs? I guess I couldn’t ask for a better guide in the art of selling sex to dangerous men, but I’m almost more afraid of her than the men. This is a different world, requiring a different set of skills than the ones I’ve been building my whole life.

He directs me up the stairs and into the room where the photographs were taken.

A woman tinkers with makeup brushes on a small table against the window. I have the impression of beautiful blonde hair, long and flowing enough to make her a fairy-tale princess. Her hair might seem innocent, but her body is pure sin. The dress she wears clings to her body, accentuating her perfect curves. Good Lord. She won’t be at the auction, will she? As soon as a man sees her, he won’t want me. Of course, I doubt the crime boss Ivan Tabakov would be willing to share his wife.

She turns, and I’m struck breathless by her face—by the perfect heart-shaped prettiness, by the wide blue eyes. Based on the piles of makeup on the table, I had expected something over-the-top, but hers is perfectly placed to emphasize her features.

“Avery,” she says, smiling. “Come in. I won’t bite, I promise.”

I relax by the smallest inch because she does seem genuine. In the hallowed halls I usually walk, many women will tear you down if they can get away with it. I’m so used to it that it’s a shock to see someone I don’t know with sympathy in her eyes. “Thank you. I’m kind of freaking out on the inside.”

She reaches around me to shut the door. “We’ll make those bad old men wait until you’re good and ready to see them. In the meantime we’ll get you cleaned up.”

I flush because she makes it sound like I’m something the cat dragged in. I can’t even disagree with that assessment. Next to her I feel completely unsophisticated. “What are you going to do to me?”

Her laugh sprinkles over me like fairy dust. God, no wonder the scary mobster fell for her. “That depends on what you need, of course. Let’s get that dress off and see what we’re working with.”

I pulled a designer evening gown out of the back of my closet, one I first wore to a senator’s inaugural dinner with Justin at my side. It shows off one shoulder and has a high slit. Justin was in awe of me that night—but maybe that was manufactured, just like he pretended to care about me.

My stomach clenches for an entirely different reason than when I took my dress off in front of Gabriel. I know that she isn’t looking at me like something she wants to devour, but she’ll still see my insecurities. How can a woman like her understand what it’s like to be too small in some places, too big in others, forever the wrong thing? How can she understand chili juice and the shame I always feel in my body?

I’m frozen with my hands clenched in fabric, my mind in a panic. How will I get through this? She’s just another turn, and I need to make it all the way to the center of the labyrinth.

Her hands grasp my shoulders and shake gently. “Avery, look at me.”

After a deep breath I meet her blue gaze.

“You’re beautiful, and you’re brave, and you’re unspeakably strong. Nothing those men do out there can change that. Got it?”

And somehow I realize she does know what it’s like—the shame and the fear.

That knowledge allows me to pull the dress away and reveal myself.

She nods in satisfaction. “We’ll have the boys eating out of your hand.” Her gaze drops between my legs. “But first things first, that has to go.”

“My panties?”

“Your hair.”

I glance down, part horrified, part curious. The navy-blue panties I’m wearing cover the neatly trimmed hair underneath. “How did you—”

“How did I know? Oh honey, I’ve been doing this a long time.” Her eyes study me as if they can read every secret that way. “You’ve never been completely bare, have you?”

It always felt unnecessary—and okay, a little scary. I shake my head.

She smiles, turning to a small pot that’s plugged into the wall. Something’s melting inside there. Wax. “It’s freeing, I promise. And it only hurts for a few minutes.”


Chapter Eleven


An hour later I’ve been waxed and primped all over my body, whimpers escaping me while she murmurs sympathetically. Now I’m wearing a robe while she does my makeup, a natural look that’s somehow using more makeup than I’ve ever seen. Contouring, she calls it. I can’t deny the effect is stunning on my cheekbones. My eyes almost look bare, even though there’s shadow to make them wider. More like a doe. On my lips she paints a pale pink, like cotton candy.

“How are you feeling?” she asks.

“Relieved the waxing is over,” I say honestly. I’m still feeling tender there.

“It’s not my favorite part of the process, but the extra sensitivity you get will help you. And the men, they go crazy for it.”

I’m not sure I’ve made a man go crazy for anything. “What if no one bids on me?”

She laughs softly. “Do you really think that will happen?”

“No,” I admit, but it doesn’t have anything to do with confidence. I had been to enough charity auctions to know that rich old men would buy anything—broken furniture that was owned by the Queen of England, the golf ball that lost a crucial championship. “I know someone will buy me. I just don’t know whether it will be enough.”

There isn’t an insurance policy on something like this. If someone buys me for less than the balance of that real estate bill, I’ll lose the house. And I’ll still have to sleep with him.

“Stand up,” Candy says, her command so effortless—and so kind.

When I stand, the silk robe falls open. I gave up on modesty around the time she ripped hardened wax off my most private places, but it will be very different with a roomful of men.

She picks up a small pot of pale pink shimmer. She sweeps the brush into the powder, every move almost sensual. I’m already wearing blush, and I didn’t have to stand up to apply it.

Her gaze goes to my breasts, still partially hidden by the sides of the robe.

“Oh no,” I whisper.

Her expression turns sympathetic. “It might seem over-the-top, but those men are used to over-the-top. And those lights will wash you right out. This is the palest color that will work.”

Her hands are gentle as they push the silk aside. The cool air brushes over my nipples, turning them into hard points. I’m shocked—in part because I wasn’t sure the men would see my bare breasts during the auction. And in part because my body responds to her gaze almost with arousal.

As if I’m a work of art, she applies the brush to my nipples. She’s right that it’s not a drastic effect. They actually look kind of pretty like that, something I never imagined I could think.

“Men are very simple creatures,” she says without looking up from my breast. “They like to feel important, to feel smart. They like to feel strong.”

I wasn’t sure women were so different when she put it that way. Those things sounded great to me, especially after feeling so inordinately weak. “How do you make them feel that way?”

“Not by giving in. That would be too easy.”

The caress of the brush sends strange arcs of energy through my body—my chest, my sex. Even my lips seem to tingle. Every careful stroke echoes across my skin as if I’m hollow. As if there’s nothing inside me but air. “So I should fight him?”

She bites her lip, concentrating. Then she stands back, examining her work. My nipple looks perfectly pink, perfectly circular. Definitely more plump than before.

One nod, then she moves to the other side. I force myself to stand still, not to demand answers, not to beg for them. “Not fight, either. I like to think of it as a dance. He steps forward, you step back. Then you step forward, and he must step back. There’s a symmetry to it, a rhythm.”

I blink, feeling out of my depth. “Do you mean sex?”

“That has a rhythm, but I’m talking about something more. Any woman can fuck him, any woman can spread her legs. There’s nothing special with that.”

“I’m a virgin.” My voice comes out flat. I’m not bragging. What I so carefully protected has actually come to mean more to me than I would have expected—saving my family home. Saving my father.

I would have preferred a safe marriage. A safe life.

If I could magically change fate, I’d never want to know this desperation.

“They aren’t paying for your hymen,” she says. “They’re paying to teach you things. They’re paying so much money because the push will be greater—but so will the pull.”

The rhythm. I hear what she’s saying, but I’m missing it too. She’s trying to explain something to me, something important. And I know that she understands it—I know because she has a very dangerous man wrapped around her finger. I know because of the age-old wisdom in her blue eyes.

“I’m afraid,” I whisper.

She gives a half smile. “That’s part of the pull.”

And the greater the pull, the greater the push. “The more afraid I am, the more money I’m worth?”

“It’s not just fear that pulls them. Innocence and fragility and grace.”

I picture the old men, smoking cigars and drinking whiskey. “Everything they’re not.”

Her expression turns sly. “Don’t fight him, oppose him. Make him desperate for more.”

I’m staring at her, wondering if she’s taking her own advice—because I’m the one desperate for more. I want something concrete, some trick I can do with my hand or my tongue to make this work. Some universal safe word that will make sure I don’t get hurt. Instead she’s giving me philosophy.

And I’m so focused on it, so deep in it, that I don’t hear footsteps in the hallway.

Don’t hear the turn of the doorknob.

Then Gabriel Miller is standing in the room, his golden gaze on me. On the eyes that Candy made large and doe-like. On my pink nipples in hard little nubs. On the sensitive place between my legs, stripped bare of any covering.

The low sound he makes, almost a growl, snaps me out of the trance.

I pull the silk fabric over me, feeling exposed, abraded. I wasn’t willing to examine the idea of Gabriel Miller at the auction, even though I knew he would come. He enjoys seeing me humiliated, the daughter of his enemy. It isn’t enough to watch my father’s fall.

He wants to see mine too.

“Damon is downstairs, holding court,” he says. “Is she ready?”

Candy glances back at him, looking amused. “Of course. I was just telling her how to control whoever buys her.”

His voice is bland. “Do you think he’ll swing that way?”

She laughs. “Control isn’t kink, darling. It’s a way of life.”

The way he looks at her isn’t sexual, though. There’s something like respect in his eyes. Maybe it’s only there because she’s with Ivan Tabakov, but I don’t think so. She has a way of earning it herself.

The way she leans close to me is almost regal. Her lips by my ear, she whispers, “All you have to give them is your body. Your mind, your soul—that’s your leverage.”

That’s my ball of string, I realize. A lifeline, so I can find my way out of the maze at the end. She was playful before but dead serious at the end. Because this is life or death, my ability to move on from this. It could devastate me. It could break me.

Then she’s sweeping out of the room with a little wave for Gabriel.

We’re alone.

I’m insanely focused on the fact that there’s only a piece of silk protecting my body from him. So thin, so vital. He doesn’t stare at my body. His gaze meets mine, but I feel more vulnerable this way. He sees every doubt, every fear. “Did you touch yourself?” he asks, almost mildly.

Heat rushes to my face, and I know I’ll be bright red. “That’s none of your business.”

He studies me, thoughtful. “I think you did, little virgin. I think you touched your hard little clit and made yourself come, your eyes squeezed shut in the dark.”

I hate how well he can read me. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“I know I could make you come in two minutes.”

A step back, my calves bumping the small chair where I sat. “You wouldn’t.”

“No, but you wish I would.”

“I hate you.”

A low laugh. “Do you really think you can control the man?”

My fists tighten in the silk, covering my breasts. “Better than the other way around.”

“Would it be so bad?” he asks thoughtfully. “Giving up control for a month? Letting someone else guide you? Letting someone teach you?”

Part of me yearns for that, but not with a stranger. Not for money. “I don’t care what happens to me at night. They can touch me, teach me, whatever they want. That won’t really be me.”

He walks to the window, looking at the city’s skyline. There are people working late in those offices, climbing the corporate ladder, sleeves rolled up for the paycheck. A few of those penthouses are empty, their occupants downstairs, waiting to bid on me.

Without turning he murmurs, “What makes you think it’s only at night?”

I stare at him, unaccountably surprised. I hadn’t really reasoned it out loud or I might have guessed the obvious. My knowledge of sex is so limited that I only imagine it at night. That goes doubly so for a strange old man. Uncertainty vibrates through me. “He’d want me during the day?”

Gabriel turns back, his eyes fierce. “The auction is for a month, Avery. Your days, your nights, your everything. He will own you.”

A shudder squeezes my body. I’m starting to understand what Candy meant about the push. His intensity, his demands. And what would be the pull? My acquiescence. No, she told me not to give in. Innocence and fragility and grace.

I lift my chin, meeting his eyes. “I have to take care of my father. Someone has to feed him, to wash him. Several times a day.”

Gabriel turns back to the window. “The buyer will pay for his care.”

“I can’t—” My voice breaks, and I suck in a steadying breath. I can’t afford to pay for a full-time nurse for a month, not after paying the tax bill and Damon’s percentage. What will we eat when it’s over?

“He’ll pay for his care,” he says, his tone hard. “On top of the auction amount.”

I take a step forward, strangely drawn to him. “Why would he do that?”

A large shoulder lifts. “The men down there have more money than they know what to do with. Whoever buys you, use him. Take what you need from him.”

In the window I can see his reflection, the bold features of his face. But I can’t read him. I could never read him. Is that part of the push Candy told me about? Or is that just the impenetrable mystery of Gabriel Miller? “Why are you helping me?”

“I’m not your friend,” he says gently.

He’s my enemy. When we’re alone, it’s easy to forget that. In a few minutes we’ll be downstairs with the wealthiest men in the city, maybe even the state. Men who would purchase me like an object. Men who Gabriel taught a lesson by ruining my father.

“Fifteen minutes,” he says before leaving the room.


Chapter Twelve


Fifteen minutes feels like fifteen hours when you’re awaiting your fate. The dress that I’m to wear is diaphanous white, almost reminiscent of ancient Greek clothing. It makes me feel more like a sacrifice for the gods—or for the Minotaur in the maze.

I’m relieved that Candy has left undergarments as well—a white bra and matching panties, made of the same satiny material as the dress. At least if someone moves the dress aside, if Damon demands that I take it off, I’ll have something else to cover me.

Except if that were true, she wouldn’t have bothered to paint my nipples.

I pace the room, frustrated that I can’t ask her more questions, that she didn’t give me more direct answers. At this point I’d even take Gabriel’s company over the shameful silence.

A buzz comes from my small clutch, the one I planned to wear with my evening gown. Now I see how foolish that would have been, as if I were a guest at this party. No, I’m the main course.

The screen blinks with a new text message.

Avery, I need to talk to you.

My heart pounds. It’s Justin. I haven’t spoken with him since he broke up with me. There were some things I left at his apartment near campus, but none of that mattered once Daddy got hurt.

My fingers feel clumsy against the screen. I’m busy.

This is important, he writes. I miss you. I made a mistake.

Anger. Denial. Heartbreak. I felt all those things in the wake of his breakup. I have no idea how to handle this text weeks later, especially as I stand in the Den, about to be auctioned off to the highest bidder.

It’s too late, I type back.

Don’t say that. We can talk about this. Where are you?

Suspicion reaches for me like a cold, dark hand. I’m out. Where are YOU?

Your house, he says. No one is answering the door.

Oh my God, he’s at my house. In the listless days following the breakup I would have given anything to hear that knock, to see his face. To have him say that it was a mistake.

I can’t forget that Justin is a rich man, and unlike Harper, his trust fund isn’t tied up with a stingy stepbrother. No, he doesn’t need anyone’s approval—not legally. Though most of the time he asks his dad for advice. And his dad would have told him to drop me like a hot potato.

What would have happened if Justin and I were already married when my father got convicted? What if we’d had kids already? Would Justin have stood by me then? It doesn’t matter, because he didn’t stand by me when it counted.

The letters blur in front of me, but I force the tears back. I won’t mess up Candy’s beautiful work. I’m sorry, I type. It’s really over.

More than just my engagement. My life. My future?

I shove the phone back into my clutch. Did I make a mistake? My heart pounds. I imagine calling him, confessing everything, begging him to come rescue me from this tower. I can’t really trust him, can’t even love him, but maybe love doesn’t matter in the face of cold practicality. In the face of familial duty.

And if love doesn’t matter, then maybe I should accept Uncle Landon’s offer. Safety, security. Isn’t that worth something? God, that’s worth everything.

A knock comes at the door.

My gaze darts to the whitewashed panels, wishing there was a peephole. It feels like flipping a coin—on the other side, will there be Candy’s sensual advice? Or will there be Gabriel’s dark threats? I know which one is safer for me, which one I should want, but as the coin rotates in the air, as I reach for the doorknob, it’s Gabriel that I want to see.

Not Gabriel. And not Candy either.

It’s the man from last time, the one with pale reddish hair and pale eyes. He’s handsome in that stocky, filled-out way, but I can’t get past the coldness of his eyes. They’re light blue, but they look like ice.

He raises one tawny eyebrow, challenging me. “They’re ready for you. I’m to bring you downstairs.”

And I realize what his job is tonight, guarding me. Keeping me from leaving. It’s the same reason he was lurking in the hallway last time. Making sure I don’t run away before I fulfill my end of the bargain. They’re right to suspect me, because my doubts rise up like a black cloud.

And my father cheated Gabriel Miller. That’s how I got into this mess. They would doubt my word.

You ought to be running far away. That’s what he told me last time, but I know without trying now that he wouldn’t let me leave. Too late to call Justin to save me. Too late to accept Uncle Landon’s proposal. Fear is a cold grip on my heart.

“You’re wrong,” I tell him. “They won’t take the money out of my skin.”

They won’t hurt me. I won’t let them. I’ll play Candy’s game, like she taught me. I’ll make them desperate for more, even though I’m the one who feels desperate right now.

He gives me a cruel smile. “Be glad I’ve got no plans to bid on you.”

“What do you have against my father?”

His hand. My arm. He doesn’t grip me hard, not deep enough to bruise, but I’m trapped. “He fucked over a lot of people in this town,” he says. “Including me. He got his, though, didn’t he? Pissing through a tube now, isn’t he?”

My eyes widen. “Did you touch him?”

“I didn’t hurt the fucker, but I wanted to. A lot of people did. Be careful who you trust, girl. There’s plenty who want to do the same to you.”

*     *     *

Damon’s voice is loud and booming, the perfect auctioneer. I can hear him clearly from behind the velvet curtains. He greeted me briefly to make sure I was ready for him to introduce me. That was the word he used—introduce. Not sell or pimp.

Nothing dirty, even though that’s what this is.

“Welcome, distinguished gentlemen—and a few lovely women. As people of discerning taste and elevated interests, I know you’ll agree with me that today’s auction is the event of the year. The object of our desires is waiting right now, but before I bring her out, I want to tell you a little bit about what your hard-earned money will be purchasing.”

The low murmur of voices, the clink of crystal. How many people are out there?

“This particular fruit is ripe and ready to be picked,” Damon continues, his tone far too pleased with himself. “I expect she’ll be the perfect color when you open her up, juicy and sweet.”

There’s laughter in the audience, male and drunk.

“It’s not only her body you’ll be purchasing, though, but her mind—her ingenuity, her spark. I have here a letter of recommendation from her high school English teacher.” There’s a pause with a shuffle of paper. “A student of outstanding merit and exceptional integrity. And above all, a fertile mind that begs to be filled.”

There’s a smattering of laughter, and I flush with shame. That’s not what Mrs. Stephenson wrote in my recommendation letter to college.

“Here’s another one, this one from the faculty advisor for the National Honor Society.” Another pause, lengthier this time. Expectation fills the air, thickening it. “Her thirst for learning is surpassed only by her desire to help others. I’ve never had a student with such a large…heart. And the absolute sweetest…temperament.”

More laughter. I’m not sure what’s more humiliating—the sexual innuendo in the fake letters? Or the fact that he’s mentioning the real faculty members at my high school academy who wrote recommendation letters for me.

Damon isn’t reading the actual contents, but he must have read them himself to know who they’re from. My teachers were so supportive, so encouraging. And for what? So that I could stand in the center of rich men and be sold like cattle.

Of course I know who’s next.

Mr. Santos was the world history teacher and the sponsor for the chess club. Chess is a game of status and power. Of war. It’s a game of human nature, Ms. James.

I joined the chess club, not because I cared about human nature at the time, but because Daddy played with me every week. It had been the only way to win his approval, the only way to reach him.

It didn’t hurt that Mr. Santos had warm brown eyes. Under his gentle tutoring I developed a major crush on him. He was nothing but proper with me, but I had the kind of teenage dreams that would have been humiliating to admit.

“And last, but certainly not least, we have the sponsor for the chess club, who says in his letter: ‘Her presence at the weekly meetings was inspiring for all the other members. I’m sure the memory of her will continue to motivate the other students, who always admired her for her prodigious and impressive…talent.’”

The men respond with applause and hoots, shouting their praise for my talents. My stomach turns over, and I clutch my hands at my middle. I haven’t eaten anything all day, which is the only reason I don’t throw up all over the dark marble floors.

Daddy taught me chess.

And these men are laughing, laughing at it. Laughing at me.

Don’t they realize that the letters are fake? Don’t they care? There are toasts to my many large attributes, to the sweet taste of my ambition. And I realize that it doesn’t matter to them, whether the letters are true or not. It’s all a big joke. My entire life, a joke.

Damon speaks over the crowd, quieting them. “Due to the rare nature of the object of this auction, I had to keep her identity a secret. Once you see her, I’m sure you’ll understand why. And I think I’ve kept you waiting long enough. What do you say?”

The roar that follows makes me shrink back, away from the velvet curtain. I bump into the man with pale eyes, who stands with his arms folded, his gaze merciless. I swallow hard, almost lightheaded with panic. The small part of me that’s still sane knows that Damon is whipping them into a frenzy on purpose, but that doesn’t make it any less real. I’ll be in the center of that thinly veiled violence.

“Come on out, darling,” Damon says, his booming voice grasping hold of my throat.

I’m paralyzed. Heart, legs, eyes. Can’t move a thing. Not even my lungs can draw breath. Black spots dance in front of my eyes. Am I going to pass out?

Then hands push me firmly, inexorably, from behind. I stumble forward. The velvet curtain parts in front of me, and then I’m through the breach, standing on some kind of raised platform, looking out at a sea of faces. My mind catalogs them with chilling indifference—men in suits, ties loosened or missing, some sleeves rolled up. They sit on leather chairs strewn throughout the room, reclined, their comfort a stark contrast to my own terror.

My chest rises and falls with frantic breaths. Some of the men in the room I recognize, having met them at parties with my father, with Justin. They gave me genial smiles, seeming almost grandfatherly. They asked me about school, about my plans for the future. Now their eyes widen with shock—and something else. Vicious pleasure.

Other faces I don’t recognize. They blur together.

Through the darkness I find a pair of steady golden eyes, and only then can I take a deep breath. Cool air fills my lungs, almost painful after panting in fear for so long. Gabriel leans against the back wall, all casual elegance and effortless power. I don’t know whether he means to give me strength, but I take it anyway, drawing myself up straighter.

I can get through this. I don’t have a choice.

My vision clears from the frantic blur it had been, allowing me to pick out specific faces. The sweet smell from cigars. The sharp note of whiskey. Undertones of male sweat and excitement.

Then I look at the side of the room, and everything freezes.

The whisper is torn from me, despairing. “Uncle Landon.”


Chapter Thirteen


Uncle Landon looks furious, his face contorted by accusation. He’s already rising from his leather armchair, and I can’t help but take a small step back. I feel like I’ve been caught in the act, like a parent has found me making out in the basement. But he isn’t my parent at all. He tried to marry me!

He walks straight onto the platform, his features twisted into a snarl. His hand on my arm isn’t anything like the man with pale eyes. I flinch at the pain, pulling away, failing.

“This was your loan? Your big plan? To become a prostitute?”

“Let go of me,” I whisper because I’m not innocent in this mess—but neither is he. He would buy some virgin to use without me ever knowing. How many times would he have broken our wedding vows? They wouldn’t have been born of love, but if I said I do, I would honor it.

“I’m getting you out of here,” he says, his voice grim. “Your father would have a heart attack if he saw you like this.”

The whole room seems to cant forward, delighted with the display of fresh drama. I feel myself shrinking, as if I’m getting smaller in the middle of the room. Maybe I’ll disappear into a tiny speck. And pop like a bubble. Surviving the auction seemed difficult, nearly impossible, but facing Uncle Landon like this breaks me completely. He’s the closest person to my father, and even though I’m angry at him, I’m ashamed too.

Damon strolls closer, barely perturbed by the show of force. “You don’t want to do that, Moore.”

“Why not?” he demands. “She’s mine. She’s my fucking goddaughter.”

One eyebrow lifts, mildly amused. “Then you’ll want to stay and watch over her, won’t you? If you continue to disrupt the auction, I’ll be forced to remove you before the bidding even begins.”

Uncle Landon’s hands tighten on my arms, and I whimper.

Damon sighs, sounding disappointed. He doesn’t seem surprised, but then he wouldn’t be. Even if he didn’t know that Uncle Landon was my godfather, Damon Scott knew about his close friendship with my father. “And you definitely won’t get a refund on your entrance fee.”

I’m trembling, caught between my future and my past. I don’t really belong in either of them—I’m not cut out for this world of anger and sex, but I can never go back to my blissful naïveté either.

Gabriel appears on the platform with his large and intimidating presence. He seems to tower over all of us—Uncle Landon, me. Even Damon Scott looks smaller next to his fury.

“Release her,” Gabriel says in low tones. “Unless you want your arm broken. Security here is…formidable.”

Except I don’t see anyone else. No bouncers or guards. Even the pale-eyed man stayed behind the velvet curtain as if he’s some otherworldly creature who lurks in the dark.

There’s only Gabriel, looking fierce like an avenging angel.

For a breathless moment Landon looks as if he might defy him—though I can’t see how, when he would be crushed. There’s more at stake than my virginity, though. Male pride. A show of strength. An example, like the one Gabriel made of my father.

This is what Candy was teaching me about. It’s what Mr. Santos taught me, too.

About war. About opposition. About standing tall in a rain of bullets.

“The show really must go on,” Damon murmurs, slicing through the tension.

Uncle Landon releases me with a rough sound. “I’m glad I didn’t marry you, you little slut.”

My face flames with humiliation. The men circling the room couldn’t hear him, but Gabriel clearly did, judging by his raised eyebrow. He doesn’t wait for an explanation, though. As soon as Landon steps off the platform, Gabriel melts back into the shadows.

In minutes Damon recaptures control of the crowd’s attention.

“As you can see, she’s a woman of some notoriety, due to no fault of her own. An innocent woman, torn by circumstance, ruined by fate, et cetera, et cetera.”

There’s a smattering of laughter, and just like that, the drama is forgotten.

“We’re not here to talk about what brought her to this point, though. We’re here to talk about what you’ll be bidding on in just a matter of minutes.”

All the men stare at me, some dark gazes, some light. One molten. All of them filled with lust, with dangerous intent. They want to fuck me. Do they want to hurt me? And if they do, is it because they’re bored with vanilla, as Damon seems to think? Or because they want revenge against my father?

There are a few women in the audience. Would the women bid on me, or are they just arm candy?

On the opposite side of Landon, I see Ivan Tabakov in a large wingback chair. Candy is perched on his lap, her heels tipped over at his feet, her toes curled up on his leg. She looks like a child with large blue eyes and fairy-tale hair.

Another woman looks even younger than me, her dress revealing more than it hides. She hangs on the arm of a gray-haired man like I imagine she would at some high-rollers casino, both glamorous and mercenary.

The other woman appears older, beautiful but hard. Almost cruel. She sits at one of the only small leather love seats with another man. Their sides touch intimately—husband and wife? Both of their gazes examine my body with mean promise.

It wouldn’t only be the husband who hurt me; that much I know.

“One full month,” Damon says, circling behind me. “That’s how long you would have to train this lovely specimen in the erotic arts. Such thirsty…intellect, they said. What would you do with her?”

“Play chess,” Gabriel says from the back of the room, his voice droll.

The men in the room laugh, and I feel my stomach turn over.

Apparently this is the cue Damon needs to stop pretending it’s my intellect they’re interested in. He begins describing my physical characteristics with a bluntness that steals my breath.

“Her skin is pale milky perfection, her hair’s a mix of gold and copper. She also has very large…eyes, as you can see. And she narrows most delectably…on the bridge of her nose. Then flares again…on her wide mouth.”

He isn’t talking about my face. He’s talking about my body. My hands are clenched at my sides, my entire body strumming with the urge to flee. I can’t forget the rouge on my nipples. Everyone will see them before this auction ends.

“Take it off,” one of the men yells, his voice slurred.

“Do you want to see more?” Damon asks, his tone solicitous, as if this is a polite affair. Instead it feels like a bullfight. I’m the animal, made to run and run while my body bleeds.

“Yes,” they shout, stomping their feet. It feels like a riot. “Take it off!”

Damon doesn’t look worried, though, merely pleased. He touches the small hidden clasp on my shoulder and the top of the dress falls away, revealing the downy slopes of my breasts, the white lace of the bra.

“Almost there,” he murmurs.

Another flick of his fingers at my back, and the bra slides forward. He nudges gently, moving the straps down my arms, tickling my skin with lace, making me prick with shame. My arms cling to the material until it hangs nearly at my wrists.

Painfully, almost against my will, I unclench my fists. The bra falls to the floor.

My pink nipples tighten in the exposed air, and the crowd roars their approval.

“They would fill a man’s hands, don’t you think?” he calls over the crowd.

There’s more shouting, more salacious speculation about the rest of me. What color would my pussy lips be? How tight is my cunt? I stand very still, unable to glance at Uncle Landon—to see the condemnation in his eyes. Or worse, the lust. I can’t even look for Gabriel. Is he shouting with the rest of the men? Is his voice demanding that I be passed around for inspection? I can’t bear to know, so I stare straight ahead, the yellow glow of the lamps blurring as my eyes sheen with tears. A deep breath. I won’t cry in front of them. They paid for my body, not for my despair.

“Let’s start the bidding at twenty thousand,” Damon says, and almost every placard rises in the air. The sea of red paddles, each with a black engraved number, makes my stomach churn.

Damon turns into a master auctioneer, speaking faster and faster.

“Can I get twenty-five, twenty-five? I have twenty-five. Thirty! What about thirty-five? You’ll have this girl for thirty days and thirty nights, yours to do as you please, surely that’s worth—thirty-five! Do I have forty-five?”

My gaze darts around the room, trying to keep up with the bids. The number goes higher and higher, and as if we’re climbing a mountain, the atmosphere seems to thin. I have to breathe twice as fast to get enough oxygen.

Fifty thousand dollars. What will they expect me to do for that much money? What will I have to endure? I almost wish it had stopped lower.

I look at Candy, who has her hands curled up like a child, her head tucked under Ivan Tabakov’s chin. He looks hard and foreboding above her, like he’s carved out of stone—but I know from her contentedness that she’s completely safe in his arms. I’m longing for that security, standing on a pedestal, my pride ripped to shreds.

“Fifty,” Damon says sadly. “That’s all for this ripe peach?”

He grasps the fabric at my hips and pulls, leaving my legs bare. I’m only wearing the plain white panties in a roomful of people. I can’t help it—I cover myself, my hands cupping between my legs. This seems to delight Damon, who laughs. The rest of the room stomps their approval, raising their glasses and toasting one another.

Beautiful find, one of them says, like I’m an archeological dig.

Perfect rack. Look at those hips. I’m too busy looking at her mouth. I’d keep those lips busy, that’s for fucking sure. More laughter.

My gaze snaps to Gabriel Miller. He leans against the back of the wall, arms crossed. He isn’t even holding a placard, but that doesn’t surprise me. He’s here to see me humiliated, not because he wants me. No, the surprising part is the faint whisper of disappointment. I should know better than that, because if anyone would take my father’s debt out of my skin, it would be him.

“Imagine tasting her,” Damon says. “Imagine pressing her sweet flesh between your fingertips.”

There are a few men in the audience who haven’t raised their placards yet.

Maybe they don’t like what they see—my body or my family name. Or maybe they only paid the entrance fee to watch the spectacle. But now they lean forward and begin bidding. I realize that they were waiting for the preliminary bids to get out of the way.

These are the serious bidders.

They mean to win.

“Do I have seventy-five, seventy-five, seventy-five?”

Uncle Landon raises his placard, his eyes coldly trained on me.

A gasp escapes me. “No,” I whisper. Not when I turned down his marriage proposal and the security that would have come with it. Not when he reminds me of my father.

Not when he really wants my mother.

Part of me hopes that he’s bidding to save me. Maybe he’ll send me home without making me fulfill my end of the bargain. But his gaze rakes my body, leaving no doubt about his plans. And part of me burns in anger because my father considered him a friend—and when my father most needed help, Uncle Landon turned his back.

Oh, he helped me spend the last of the money. He explained the limitations of my trust. But if he could spend seventy-five thousand dollars on my virginity, he could have saved our house himself.

The man with the beautiful blonde on his arm outbids him. If I were to guess, I’d say he purchased her as well. Probably the terms were more subtle than an auction. Gifts. An allowance. The principle is the same. Why does he need another woman? How many does he own?

Uncle Landon outbids him, leaning forward in his seat.

Eighty thousand. Ninety.

One hundred twenty.

One hundred twenty-five.

My stomach clenches and unclenches in rapid succession, and I’m afraid I’m going to hurl even without having eaten. Maybe I’ll just make horrible, unsexy sounds as I heave, causing everyone to give up on the auction and go home.

Damon drives the bidding higher. The gray-haired man and Uncle Landon continue to fight each other, pushing the number up, locked in a stalemate like bucks fighting with their horns.

One hundred eighty-five. One hundred ninety.

Two hundred thousand dollars. Uncle Landon’s placard stares back at me, unmoved by my horror. I want to pretend that I misunderstood the bidding, but Landon’s expression of gruesome triumph proves he won. I’m going home with him to spread my legs, to pretend to be my mother.

Everyone in the room turns to look at the gray-haired man. Even the beautiful woman on his arm seems tense with anticipation, waiting to see if he’ll continue to bid.

“Do I have two hundred thousand and ten?” Damon says almost casually.

The gray-haired man studies my body with a clinical expression. He narrows on the space between my legs, the patch of white fabric. “Let’s see her.”

Immediately the crowd erupts into expressions of agreement, demands to remove my panties.

Damon seems to consider this request. “You have to pay to play, my friend.”

The gray-haired man gives a European shrug. “It won’t break her virginity just to look.”

A long pause where my legs press together, knees weak. Oh God, I can’t do this. Can’t pretend to be my mother, can’t bare everything for strangers. I can’t wake up, and the nightmare’s only just begun.

Damon turns to me in the silence. The entire room seems to hold its breath.

I meet Damon’s eyes and see a glimmer of sympathy. No no no. He’ll make me undress for them. And what next? Would they get to inspect me?

To feel between my legs and verify that my hymen is still intact?

Tears burn my eyes, and I know I won’t be able to hold them back. I pray for strength and find none. That feels like losing more than anything else—more than being naked, more than being sold.

Letting them see how much it hurts.

“One million dollars.”

The room goes deathly silent. It might have all been a dream, and when I open my eyes, I’ll still be pacing the room upstairs, waiting to be called down. I can’t hear a single dirty suggestion, the clink of ice in a glass.

When I look up, Gabriel stands in front of the platform. Even with an extra foot of platform underneath my feet, he’s taller than me. I look up at him, searching his eyes for some hint of kindness, of mercy. There’s none. I find only fire—and the thought that comes next makes me shudder: this is vengeance. It’s not a feeling he’s had, a fleeting thought for revenge. This is what he’s made of, cell by cell, atom by atom. He’s pure fury, and he’s coming for me.

“Well,” Damon says, sounding quite pleased. Chuffed, that’s how I’d describe him.

Gabriel takes a step onto the platform, and I take a step back.

“Why?” I whisper urgently. I need to know what he wants with me. They’re not just buying my virginity. Even Candy told me that. And it’s doubly true with a man as complex, a man as fierce as him.

A slight shake of his head is his only answer.

Damon watches us with a benevolent half smile. “Ladies and gentlemen, I believe we have our winner. Unless anyone would like to—”

Gabriel makes that growling sound again, and Damon laughs softly. “Sold for one million dollars!”


Chapter Fourteen


In the myth of the Minotaur, Theseus, son of King Aegeus, decides that he will slay the monster. He runs the beast through with a sword and then retraces his steps using the string, thus saving all the sacrifices that year and in the future.

I’ve reached the center of the maze.

I’m facing my very own Minotaur. His eyes glow with fierce possession. His hand captures mine, and then he’s pulling me down from the platform. We walk quickly through the haphazard leather chairs. He ignores the shouts and catcalls to share me. I still don’t have my shift or a bra. I’m naked down to my panties, and the last glimpse they have of me is my backside covered in white. Then we’re alone in a room with dim lamps and a fire in the hearth. Even with the heat, I shiver. Gabriel pulls off his jacket and wraps it around my shoulders.

Candy couldn’t give me a sword, but maybe she left me a ball of string. Hope to find my way back to myself when all of this is over. Maybe someday I’ll return to college. I’ll find love with a regular man and lead a normal life. I have to believe that, because if I have to wander these halls the rest of my life, I’ll go insane.

“Why did you bid on me?” My voice shakes.

Gabriel crosses the room and pours himself a glass of something amber. He takes a deep swallow. “For the same reason the other men did.”

The small hope that I hadn’t even wanted to acknowledge, the wish that someone would save me, dies in that moment. “Of course you did.”

He returns and hands me the glass. I take a sip and cough as it burns down my throat. Then I take another sip. Immediately I feel fortified, and I realize I should have started with this. In only a few pulls the world seems a little warmer, the sharp edges softened. I hand back the glass and pull the lapels of his jacket closed in front of me, hiding my extra-pink nipples.

“My stuff is upstairs,” I whisper, my gaze darting anywhere but at him. Will he take me to that little room and fuck me there? Or will he do it in this room on an old leather armchair?

He gives a rough laugh. One last swallow and the glass is empty. “Already making demands, little virgin?”

I blink because I hadn’t thought I could demand anything. Hadn’t believed I’d have power. I’m already nothing, but inch by inch he reminds me that I’m even less. “It’s just…” My voice breaks. “My purse. My phone. A dress.”

Because I’m naked under his jacket, which barely covers the place between my legs. I can feel cool air from the room slip underneath my panties with no hair to protect me. Everything feels more exposed down there, more vulnerable since Candy pulled the wax away.

And then there are my breasts.

The silk lining his jacket rubs against me. Candy was right about the lights washing me out in that dark room, spotlights aimed at the platform, but here in this room with just him and me, the rouge on my nipples highlights what he’s going to do to me.

He takes a step toward me, and I back up. Another step. Another. My back hits the wall, and I turn away from him. He grips my chin and makes me face him. His gaze burns with lust, with possession. With an intensity that whips straight to my core.

“Let’s get one thing straight,” he says, his breath gentle against my forehead. “I bought you. You’re mine. You go where I say, when I say. And you do whatever the fuck I tell you to do.”

I manage not to flinch. A million dollars.

Meeting his gaze, I let him see the core of strength inside me, however thin, however deep. He can touch my body, but he can’t touch that. I told him as much upstairs. “Got it.”

“Yes, sir,” he says.

My stomach clenches in instinctive refusal. I press my lips together, facing him with mutiny in my expression. Would it be so bad? he asked me. Giving up control for a month? Letting someone else guide you? Letting someone teach you? Reluctantly I mutter, “Yes, sir.”

The corner of his lips turns up. “Don’t fight me, little virgin. I’ll enjoy it too much.”

That’s probably true. I lift my chin, determined to face whatever he throws at me. “What should I do?” I ask, challenging. “Should I get on my back? Or on my hands and knees?”

“Still trying to control things,” he muses.

I look away. “No, I’m trying to give you what you paid for.”

“That might have worked with one of those assholes in there.”

He reaches up to toy with a strand of my hair, almost tender. Then thick fingers push through the dark blonde locks. His fist clenches. I make a keening sound as he yanks my head back, his golden gaze looking down at me. My lips are parted in shock and pain—and something too dark to name.

He studies my face, almost in reverence. “Here’s the thing about owning a virgin. For as long as I don’t fuck you, I still own one.”

My breath catches. Does that mean he’s giving me a reprieve? Or does he have darker things in mind for me? He doesn’t have to fuck me to hurt me. He doesn’t have to take my virginity to get revenge.

“Are you going to hurt me?”

A soft breath of amusement. “Did Candy tell you all about her kinky games?”

I feel my eyes widen. She likes kinky games? I remember her tucked into Ivan’s lap like a child, legs pulled up underneath her, hands folded almost in prayer. “She told me not to give in.”

His smile spreads, slow and unbearably sexy. A man like him has no right to look that handsome. He should look like his insides: dark and cruel. “Good,” he says simply. “It will be more fun.”

She told me other things, that by opposing him I would make him desperate for more. I don’t share that with Gabriel. He wouldn’t be afraid. He’d like the challenge of it.

He pushes back from me, his lids lowered. “We’re leaving.”

My hands tighten on his jacket. Every time I squeeze the fabric, a faint burst of masculine spice fills the air. “I have to go home, at least. I’m not trying to control you, but my dad—”

“He’s taken care of.”

I suck in a breath because that sounds more like a threat than reassurance. “What does that mean?”

“A nurse is already with him. Tomorrow morning she’ll be replaced with the day nurse.”

How did he manage that so quickly? Except that’s what money can do. It was only a year ago that I had money, my father’s money, but I’ve almost forgotten how powerful it can be.

“How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

“Christ.” He cups his hand around my neck, his fingers tightening enough to make me gasp. “Do you know what I would do to a man who questioned my word?”

Don’t give in. I meet his gaze even though my eyes are watering, my lungs are burning. “Then do it,” I whisper. “If you don’t want to fuck me, then fucking do it.”

He looks at me like I’m some kind of otherworldy species. Then he grins, for a fleeting second seeming unaccountably younger. His hand falls away, and I blow out a breath. “You’ll have to trust me, little virgin. If I wanted your father dead, he would be.”

A shiver runs through me. The words shouldn’t be reassuring, but somehow they are. For Gabriel Miller the most important thing is his word, which is why my father’s cheating had to be punished. Which means that I can trust him…up to a point.

He won’t lie to me, but he would honestly hurt me.

A buzz comes from the table with the drinks, and he crosses the room to his phone. A quick glance at the screen. “My car is outside.”

I look down at my bare legs. The jacket is large enough to cross over my front, but one wrong step, one gust of wind, and they’ll see everything. “But…”

His expression turns dark. He reaches for me, and I flinch. Eyes of burnished gold narrow. When he grasps me behind my neck, I can’t help the low sound of animal fear that escapes me. With only that touch on my body, he leads me out of the room and into the hallway. Distantly I hear the sound of raucous laughter, of feminine moans. Did Damon bring out more women for them, nonvirgin consolation prizes?

Holy shit. A million dollars.

We head the other direction, toward the front door. I cringe as the door opens, revealing slick pavement and a driver standing beside a limo. By luck or by design, there’s no one else on the street.

I take one step over the threshold and then shriek as my entire body is lifted into the air. My bare feet never touch the wet concrete. I’m sideways in Gabriel’s arms, the jacket askew, hopelessly revealed for anyone to see. I only catch a glimpse of the valet averting his eyes before I’m tossed unceremoniously onto the leather seats. Gabriel steps inside after me. The limo glides forward.


Chapter Fifteen


As armor goes, the suit jacket leaves a lot to be desired. It has beautiful stitching, expensive fabrics, but it’s tailored to fit a man much larger than me. And it has the musky scent of him, a constant reminder that we’re both possessions. Soon I’ll smell like him too.

He deposits me in a room as easily as he might sling his jacket over the chair. It’s a strange room but a comfortable one. A deep-set wraparound couch fills most of the space, the pillows covered with canvas that has sketches of random objects—an antique typewriter, an old-looking telescope. One wall has exposed brick, not the industrial red brick of Justin’s loft, but a beige and brown mosaic that feels almost soft. A large burnished iron chandelier casts yellow light on the dark wooden beams that crisscross the white ceiling.

On a small end table there’s a shiny silver phone with a circle for numbers. I wonder if it’s functional. And if it is, I should probably call home and make sure a nurse is actually with my father.

Then again, I already did our evening routine before I left for the auction. I might use the time better by taking a drink from the bar setup with a copper rolling cart. How hard will this be? How much will it hurt? Judging by the way he cornered my body against the wall in the Den, estimating the size of his body relative to mine, quite a lot. Something amber-colored or even clear ought to fortify me.

Then the door opens, and Gabriel stalks inside. He reclines on the corner of the large sectional, one leg slung over the other, his shirtsleeves rolled up, revealing deeply tanned forearms. He isn’t a man who gives orders from the comfort of an air-conditioned penthouse office.

“Getting comfortable?” he asks, his expression unreadable.

“Should I be?”

“You’ll be here for a month,” he says, which doesn’t really answer the question.

“In this room?” I ask, keeping my tone bland. Like his. “In this suit jacket? Or will there be a bed and clothes at some point?”

“God, your tongue,” he says with a groan that reverberates through my body. “We’re going to have so much fun, your tongue and I.”

That sounds ominous, but of course it does. Everything he says is designed to scare me. Everything he does is designed to knock me down. That’s part of the push and pull that Candy warned me about, but that doesn’t make it any less real. That doesn’t make it any less terrifying. How did she remain so calm in the face of this? How was her expression so serene curled up in the arms of a killer? She’s a puzzle I haven’t figured out, and it feels somehow imperative that I do.

“Look at you,” he murmurs. “You know just enough to be scared, don’t you?”

I shake my head because I don’t know anything. I’ve heard about blowjobs and sex. Harper’s even told me about anal sex, how two men can have you at the same time. It’s not his sex that scares me—it’s power. What will Gabriel Miller do to me tonight? Will he rip away the jacket and throw me to the floor? Will he thrust inside me, fast and hard and merciless?

He looks considering. “I could tell you there’s pleasure too, but that wouldn’t help you, would it?”

“That scares me too,” I whisper. It actually scares me worse, because pain would be easy to hate. Pleasure is a strange concept to a girl who’s lost everything, far too tempting.

He nods, gesturing to the floor at his feet. “We won’t start there. Not for you. Kneel, little virgin. There’s something you need to learn.”

I almost don’t make it across the two feet of deep shaggy rug. My knees buckle when I’m in front of him, folding my body like an accordion. Then I’m shivering in front of him, wrapped up in Italian fabric, a package waiting to be torn open.

His touch is achingly gentle—a single finger, the blunt of it on my collarbone. Only that, and my skin tightens beneath his touch. Fighting him? Welcoming him? I don’t know, but when he trails his finger lower, pushing the suit lapel aside, I go cold. My hands unclench in degrees, allowing him to pull the suit jacket open.

He leans forward, elbows on his knees, gaze meeting mine. “Did he see these?”

My nipples tighten as I remember the hungry gaze of every man in that room. “Everyone saw them.”

“I mean that fucker who put a ring on your finger.”

Justin, who at this moment might be at my father’s house. “He saw them.”

“Did he touch them? Lick them? Put clips on your nipples?”

Deep inside I feel something twist, the turning of a screw. “No.”

“Pretty little virgin,” he says, almost sad.

There’s something feral about this man, a fire that burns inside him, untamed. He could have tossed me down as soon as we got in the house. He could have fucked me on that platform for an audience if he wanted to. As hard as this is, it could have been worse.

Gabriel didn’t buy my hymen, that’s what Candy said. He bought the right to teach me. And in the same way, I didn’t sell my virginity. I bought security. An unlikely tenderness surges within me. I place a hand on his thigh, intimidated by the warmth of him through his slacks, the hardness of the muscles I feel. But I won’t be deterred. Not when I know the gray-haired man wouldn’t have been so patient.

“You can touch them,” I say, feeling almost shy. “You can…lick them. If you want.”

He looks at me, almost disbelieving. “Christ.”

“Or should I do it to you?”

“A blowjob?”

I assume that’s coming, especially if he wants to continue to own a virgin, as he put it. “I can lick your nipples.” Embarrassment heats my cheeks. “Does that feel good for you?”

He’s completely still a moment, a statue made of stone.

Then he leans forward, grasps my hair in his fist, and shakes. “You’re so fucking innocent. Do you get that? So fucking breakable.”

He seems almost angry, but I don’t understand. I thought he liked my innocence. I thought that was the whole point. In the face of his fury, my lack of knowledge feels shameful. I shrink back, but his grip holds me tight. “What did I do wrong?” I ask, my voice even.

“Nothing,” he says, almost a snarl. “You’re fucking perfect. An angel. A sacrifice on a marble altar. You’ll give up every part of yourself just to save your precious fucking father, won’t you?”

He pushes me aside and strides from the room, slamming the door behind him.

I suck in deep breaths where I’ve fallen on the plush rug. Shock and fear form a toxic mixture inside me. I held out hope that my father’s complete and total ruin would be enough for Gabriel Miller. Held out hope he wouldn’t want to take it out on me. Now I realize how innocent that hope was. The pale-eyed man was right—the debt would be taken out of my skin.

And the fact that he hadn’t fucked me quickly isn’t a kindness. It means that he’ll make it slow. That he’ll draw out my torture. That he will make every penny count.


Chapter Sixteen


When I catch my breath, I don’t waste my opportunity. I stand on wavery legs and head straight for the copper liquor cart. There are a large assortment of bottles and decanters, some of them with labels. Jack Daniels and Anejo Tequila.

The only alcohol I ever tasted is a few stolen sips of champagne at a society party. I can’t know that these bottles are expensive, except the rest of the house is expensive. And I suspect that a few of the bottles are made of actual gold and platinum, not just colored metal. There’s a crown of small diamonds on one of them. God, does he just throw this away when he’s drunk it all? The excess of the wealthy bothered me sometimes, but it seems almost cruel now that I’m broke.

Excess or not, I’m not going to drink his super expensive alcohol. For all I know he’d bill me for every thousand-dollar sip. He isn’t actually that petty, especially with the casual way he accepted the responsibility of a nurse for my father without argument. But I still would feel too strange even touching those bottles, like a small child playing with her mother’s jewelry.

Near the back of the cart, tucked behind some wine, I spot a plain-looking bottle of clear liquid. There’s a label, but it’s scrawled by hand, the blue ink faded. I squint and try to make out the words. The date’s about ten years ago—probably the newest alcohol on this cart. And definitely the cheapest. It’s almost full. He wouldn’t notice if I took a small shot. He wouldn’t care.

At least that’s what I tell myself when I rummage through the glasses for the smallest one. It’s small and square-shaped with a thick, heavy bottom. I twist open the top and pour a splash in. So small.

“Here’s to nothing,” I murmur before throwing back the shot the way I’ve seen in movies.

The liquid burns down my throat and then throughout my body, spreading like a flame, and I cough, struggling to breathe. Dear God, that tastes like rubbing alcohol. If rubbing alcohol were on fire. That can’t be how alcohol is supposed to taste, can it? No wonder he had this one shoved to the back.

I can’t deny that as the burn fades I feel a little more relaxed. I suppose that means it’s doing its job. If this is what alcohol does to people, no wonder they drink.

Liquid courage. That’s what it’s called, and I use the courage to pick up the silver phone. Look at that, the rotary circle actually turns. I don’t know the number to the night nurse who’s supposedly there. And our landline was one of the first expenses to go when things turned bad.

Instead I dial Justin, because he’s where I need him to be. It’s almost sweet, if he hadn’t turned his back on me when I needed him most.

“Hello?” His voice sounds the same. We might be meeting up for coffee on one of his visits in town. He might be greeting someone at a party while I smile from beside him.

A pang of regret hits my chest. “It’s me.”

“There you are. God, Avery, I’ve been calling you. What the hell is going on?”

I take another drink and find it doesn’t burn quite as hot this time. The pain is almost pleasant. “Are you still at my house? Did a nurse show up there?”

“Yeah, about the same time as I got here. She was dressed in scrubs or something, and she had a key, but she said I had to wait outside in my car.”

At least Gabriel was telling the truth about getting a nurse for my father. In fact if that timing is correct, the nurse actually showed up before the auction finished. Maybe that was Damon’s doing, preparing for what would surely follow. He wouldn’t have wanted anything to interfere with his percentage.

“I’m going to be gone for a little while. A month.”

“A month? What are you talking about, Avery? And where the hell are you?”

The exasperation in his voice makes me wince. At one time I would have bent backward to placate him, to reassure him that his needs came first. Now I take another drink. “It’s kind of a long story.”

“You sound funny. Are you… You aren’t drinking, are you?”

“It’s so good, Justin,” I whisper as if I’m letting him in on a secret. “So bad but so good.”

He swears, using words I’ve never heard him use. “Are you at an event?”

The museum donor event. A charity dinner that costs a thousand dollars a plate. That’s what he means, and I can’t help the giggle that bubbles up. It doesn’t even feel awful anymore, just kind of funny. “Everyone stopped talking to me around the time you did. We don’t get invited anymore, and even if we did, we couldn’t afford to go.”

I have this random picture in my head of pushing my dad’s hospital bed like it’s a wheelchair, smiling at everyone while we eat our fast-food burgers stashed in my purse. Whatever’s in this bottle tastes like battery acid, but it feels amazing.

“Avery, listen to me,” he says in this exasperated voice that means he’s had to repeat himself. Just for that I take another drink. “Tell me where you are and I’ll come get you.”

Would he really? I don’t even know where the limo drove us, but if he found Gabriel Miller’s address, would he come riding up on a white steed? I don’t know if I believe that he wanted to get back together, or that he still would once he sees inside my house. All those empty rooms. We could have one of those flash raves where they fill the room with soap suds and save on cleaning.

“Justin,” I say in what I hope is my serious voice. I make the n sound last a long time to be sure. “Would you have bid on me? Do you even have a million dollars?”

“What are you talking about?” he says, his voice getting louder.

As if I can’t hear him, which I totally can. I take another gulp, larger this time. That’s my new drinking game—a drink whenever he gets mad. If I’d done this at our last few appearances, I would have had a much better time.

And why did I never notice that he called our dates appearances?

“I’m talking about social climbing,” I say, examining the bottom of the cup. All gone. “You are a social climber. And I am a social faller.”

Then I collapse into a fit of giggles. Somehow the silver phone handle ends up dangling off the end table, Justin’s voice a cartoonish buzz. I picture him as a tiny little man on my shoulder, like when an angel and a devil appear to whisper advice in your ear. Would he be the angel? Candy would definitely be the devil.

The chandelier is so big. It must weigh like eight tons. I realize I’m lying on the floor, looking up at it. What if it fell on me right now? Game over. That’s what would happen. No maze, no sword. No sailing back with a white flag on my ship.

That was the agreement Theseus made with his father. If he was successful in killing the Minotaur, he would wave a white flag from his ship on return. Except in all the excitement he forgot. His father watched the ship approach with so much grief he killed himself.

That’s always been the saddest part of the story. It was all for nothing. I’ll wave the white flag, Daddy. And I’d never let him know what I did to save the house. I didn’t want him to die.

“Christ,” a voice says, low and rumbly. Not at all like the tiny angel Justin.

Gabriel’s face fills the space above my head, blocking the millions of lights from the chandelier.

“Oh, hi.”

He looks incredulous. “You’re drunk.”

“I can’t be drunk. I only had one glass. And don’t worry, I drank the cheap stuff.”

The empty glass must have rolled under the rug. He picks it up and sniffs. “You drank moonshine?” He makes a low growling sound. “This was the last bottle my dad made before he died.”

My mouth drops open. “Oh my God, the white flag.”

His gaze narrows on the phone. “Who did you call?” He doesn’t wait for me to answer but strides over to pick up the hanging shiny handset. “Who is this?”

“Don’t you like caller ID?” I ask curiously. The silver rotary phone is pretty, but it doesn’t seem practical. Then again he just paid one million dollars to have sex with me. Maybe practicality isn’t a priority for him.

He slams the phone down, vibrating with some kind of intense emotion. “Who. Did. You. Call?”

I grew up around important men. Powerful men. Angry men. I learned to speak softly, to tread lightly. To smile at them and touch their arm, as if everything I do is to placate them. It’s not because I think they’re better than me. It just makes life easier. Then I disappear into my books, into the myths that make up a fantastical world so far removed from my own.

Except somehow I’ve stepped into that world—a place of gods and monsters. My diplomacy might serve me well now, except the moonshine seems to have stripped it all away.

“I called my fiancé, Mr. Nosy Pants.”

His eyes darken. “He isn’t your fiancé anymore.”

“He said he wants to get back together.”

Gabriel comes to stand directly over me, his gaze intense. “That’s not happening. I bought you. You’re fucking mine. Got it?”

I giggle. “He’s going to be so mad once he finds out. Men are always so mad.”

“He can fucking deal with me if he has a problem with it.”

My fingers form a frame in front of me, and I look at him between them. “You’re handsome for a monster.”

“Thank you,” he says through gritted teeth. “Do you want to get up off the floor now?”

I manage to sit up, but then the world spins. “I’m thirsty. I need more of that moonshine.”

“No.”

“Are you saving it?” I whisper. “Since it’s the last moonshine your daddy made?”

“I was,” he says, his voice dry.

I nod. “I can drink the Crown Royal instead. Or the tequila. I’ve never had tequila.”

“No more drinks for you. It’s bedtime.”

“What? That’s so unfair.” I haven’t had a bedtime since I graduated from high school. And even though I usually went to bed by curfew at college, he doesn’t have to know that. “I’m not even sleepy.”

As the words leave my lips, a wave of tiredness washes over me. It feels like more than the normal amount of sleep that you feel at the end of the night. This feels like I’ve been walking through the desert for days. It weighs down my eyelids until I’m looking at Gabriel through half-mast.

He shakes his head. “Do not throw up on me.”

I don’t know what he means until his hands slide under my legs. Then behind my shoulders. And I’m in the air, held only by his strength. I curl myself against his linen shirt, breathing in the musky scent of him. “You smell good.”

“You smell like a distillery.”

He’s taking me somewhere upstairs, and I close my eyes. “It will hurt less like this.”

“It won’t hurt at all,” he says, softer now. “I’m putting you to bed.”

“Because you want to own a virgin,” I say, repeating him.

He doesn’t answer, nudging a door open. I glance around to see heavy brocade curtains and a high bed in the middle of the room. Lavender flowers adorn the thick down comforter, setting off the pale yellow vertical stripes on the wall. Pretty.

“Too pretty for you,” I murmured.

“You’re probably right about that,” he says, sounding amused.

“I’m going to kill you.”

“Is that right?” he says, sounding less amused.

“With a sword.”

“And where are you going to get a sword?” He lays me down on sheets that feel outrageously cool against my heated skin. Then he pulls up the blanket. I think it’s going to be too hot, but once they’re on top of me, they feel just right.

“I haven’t figured that out,” I say with a sigh. It’s a puzzle, that’s for sure. “But I don’t want to kill you. I just don’t want to die.”

He’s silent a moment, and I peek one eye open at him. He’s looking at me with a strange expression. I would almost describe it as tender if he didn’t have the head of a bull.

“Give me the jacket,” he says gently.

Only then do I remember the jacket that’s wrapped around me. It has been ever since the auction. I guess it’s his way of claiming me, of marking me. So why does he want it back? I know he won the auction, but the jacket feels like my trophy.

“Do I have to?”

“You’ll be more comfortable.”

“Everything feels so good. You should have some of that moonshine.”

“I’ll think about it,” he says roughly. “The jacket?”

“Don’t look,” I warn him.

After a moment he turns and faces the door. Only then do I shrug out of the big suit jacket. God, his shoulders must be massive to fit this. And his biceps. God. I can see them through his shirt, bulging. It looks obscene. Like if there was a Playboy magazine spread open on the bed, his muscled forearms would be more explicit.

I put the jacket on top of the bedspread and snuggle back under the blanket, all the way up to my neck. This is the softest bed I’ve ever lain in. “Ready.”

He turns around and picks up the jacket. Then he stands there looking at the fabric in his hands as if he can’t quite figure something out. As if he can’t quite figure me out, even though I’m so simple. Simple girl, simple dreams. College, marriage, kids. A family—a real family, not just a dad who works through dinner most days. He’s the mystery.

I glance at the other side of the bed. “Are you going to sleep…you know? Over there?”

He looks at the empty space on the bed, his expression brooding. “No.”

That makes sense, because this can’t be his room. It’s way too pretty. Way too feminine. He probably sleeps somewhere with glass and sleek black lines. With a TV set into the wall and real fur on the bed. Maybe there are animal horns nailed to the wall.

“Avery,” he says, still holding the jacket like it’s something precious.

I blink as sleep overtakes me. “Yes?”

“Be careful. I’m more dangerous than you know.”

The slightest awareness creeps back into me, along with a cold feeling. I shiver beneath the down blanket. I can sense how dangerous he is, but the knowledge doesn’t help me. I’m trapped here. I’m his. “Did you hurt my dad?”

“He deserved everything I did to him.”

My fists clench beneath the covers. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I don’t want you to die either.”

He looks at me for another moment before turning to leave. The lights go dark, and my mind blurs. I know this is important, that he told me something important, but the moonshine turned my brain to mush. Sleep is inky and dark, thick as it swallows me whole.

Be careful, he said, but even as I drift away, I can’t remember why.


Chapter Seventeen


The next morning I wake up with a headache from hell. On shaking legs I stumble across the plush carpet, wearing only a white lace thong to prove anything happened last night. I don’t have any energy for modesty, though, and the room is empty anyway. Oh thank God, there’s a brand-new toothbrush on the counter. After I’ve brushed my teeth and washed my face, I feel maybe ten percent more human. Enough that I can peek back into the room. Still empty.

A patch of white on the dresser catches my eye. I find a note scrawled with the phone number for the place handling my father’s nurses. I recognize the name of one of the high-end private agencies from when I called around.

I wasn’t able to afford them.

On the chair beside the dresser sits my purse. I dig inside and find my phone. First things first, I dial the number. As soon as I tell them my name, they transfer me immediately to a Mr. Stewart, the director of the facility. I never got past the front-desk girl before.

“We have our absolute best nurses working with him,” he assures me. “Over thirty years of experience between them, excellent references. The utmost discretion, of course.”

“Thank you,” I say, my voice faint.

“They’re in direct communication with his doctor—we got your consent form, of course. To make sure he remains comfortable during your brief sojourn.”

Sojourn? That’s a new way of describing prostitution.

Mr. Stewart gives me his personal phone number and implores me to call him anytime, day or night, if I want to check on my father. It’s an outrageous level of service, even for the price that I was quoted. I’m sure Gabriel is paying more than that for this kind of attention. Or maybe it’s his name on the check that demands such respect.

An uneasy feeling twists my stomach. I should feel good that my father is taken care of. Certainly these nurses will be able to provide better care than I could. But I can’t help feeling that I’m somehow in Gabriel Miller’s debt. And as my father learned, that’s a terrifying place to be.

I find most of my clothes in the closet, hanging neatly. God, how hard had I been sleeping? That moonshine is some crazy shit. And his dad brewed it himself? I have this mental image of a bathtub full of liquor, but I can’t imagine that when I’m standing in Gabriel’s spacious marble bathroom.

Scalding hot water turns my skin red. I don’t remember much from last night. There was a phone call to Justin. Some memory of lying on the rug downstairs, though I don’t know why. I feel between my legs, but there’s nothing. I would feel something if he’d taken my virginity, wouldn’t I? Some foreign texture, some soreness? The only ache I feel is in my head.

I stand under the wide showerhead forever, letting it beat away the last of my hangover. Then I get dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, because if he wants sexy, he’ll have to supply the clothes himself.

I don’t find Gabriel downstairs, though. Instead there’s a heavyset woman whistling to herself as she kneads dough. She smiles when she sees me, her cheeks literally rosy. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen two perfectly round spots of color, but she has them. Flour coats her arms.

“Hello, Miss Avery. Are you hungry?”

As soon as she asks the question, my stomach rumbles. I’m not entirely sure it should be trusted with food. That moonshine still lingers at the outer edges, threatening to make me dizzy. “Maybe a little.”

“I can make you something. Eggs. Waffles.”

I put my hands over my stomach. “I’m not sure.”

She smiles sympathetically. “There’s some Frosted Flakes in the pantry.”

My eyes widen because I’ve always loved Frosted Flakes. They’re simple and common, but they remind me of Sunday mornings with my dad. Our housekeeper had Sundays off, so we would dig through the pantry and watch cartoons. He would be on his phone half the time, but I didn’t care.

How did Gabriel Miller know to stock Frosted Flakes for me?

How did he get a key to the house for the nurse?

How did he sign a consent form on my behalf for the agency?

He’s breaking the law in a hundred different ways, and it’s been less than twenty-four hours. But he’s doing it to help me. Everything, designed to help me. That’s more perplexing.

Before the auction he said that the buyer would pay for a nurse so that he could have complete access to me. That the man would be rich enough that it wouldn’t matter.

The Frosted Flakes aren’t expensive. They don’t give him more access to me, but they are thoughtful. Even sweet. And that matters more than I want to admit.

Without a word I head into the pantry and find a brand-new box of Frosted Flakes. I pour milk over it. With my bowl in hand I grab a seat at a rustic thick wood table.

The first bite makes my eyes close in pleasure.

“Mrs. Burchett,” the woman says cheerfully. “And I’m to assist you in any way possible, so if you need anything, don’t hesitate to holler.”

She has a slight drawl that I can’t quite place. “How long have you worked for Mr. Miller?”

“Oh, long enough to know that he wouldn’t like me answering many questions.”

I take another bite. She’s undoubtedly right about that. “Where is he?”

She busies herself pressing the dough into a ceramic pie dish. “He had to go out. Business.”

There’s this hollow feeling in my stomach. I’m so used to fear, to the gnawing ache that’s accompanied me ever since Dad was convicted, that I almost don’t recognize it at first.

Disappointment. Except that doesn’t make any sense. I don’t want to spend time with Gabriel Miller. I don’t want him to take my virginity. My memory from last night is hazy, but I think I’d feel some trace on my body if he’d had sex with me.

When I finish the cereal, I rinse out my dish.

“There’s a television around the corner,” she says. “Every show and movie you could want.”

“Oh,” I say, somewhat mystified by the idea of watching TV when I was purchased for sex.

“Or you could visit the library,” she says, pulling out a covered bowl of what looks like chicken pot pie filling. I hope I’ll be able to have some of that later.

She gives me directions, and I walk down the oversize hallways into an even larger room. My eyes widen as I realize this has a second floor, reachable by a spiral staircase. Little angels with trumpets are carved into the mahogany near the top. At the bottom, hands reach out of the flames.

Okay, that’s disturbing.

What’s even more disturbing is that this room seems made for me. The fire’s already burning with a faint, pleasant crackle. There’s a gleaming rustic wood chess set lined up in the center of the table.

On the table beside the fireplace are a stack of books—Fairy Tales from around the Mediterranean, The Myth of Homer Revealed. It’s too much to think Gabriel spends his evenings reading Greek mythology. These are for me.

“Ready to play?” comes a low voice.

I whirl, dropping the book I’m holding. Fairy Tales from around the Mediterranean lands spread open, its spine stretched. I pick it up before it bends, hugging the large volume to my chest. “Play?”

He steps out from behind the spiral staircase. Was he waiting for me there? “Chess.”

What would you do with her? Damon asked.

Play chess, Gabriel answered, turning me into a joke.

“No, thank you.”

“Do you think you can say no?”

Defiance burns in my veins. My mind, my soul. That’s my leverage, Candy said, and I don’t plan to give him any. “You bought my body, that’s all.”

“I bought all of you.”

“You can make me move around the pieces. Is that what you want?” An empty brainless automaton. That’s all I’d give him, as plain as the actual pawn piece on the board. Chess is the game my daddy taught me, the game he played with me every week. And this is the man who ruined him. It would be a betrayal to play it with him.

He eyes the chess set with something like regret. “I’ll leave you to your reading, then. I have some work to finish.”

“Great,” I manage, my voice tight.

I’m a little freaked out by Gabriel’s uncanny knowledge of me. Justin got me a tennis bracelet for our last anniversary, shiny and bland. This is officially the sweetest thing anyone has ever done for me. From the man I hate the most.

Freaked out, but not enough to leave the room. I sit down and start to read.


Chapter Eighteen


For the rest of the morning I manage to distract myself in the brutal poetry of the Iliad. There’s war and famine, but it feels so far removed. I can get lost in the alien lands. When I stand up again, my back is stiff. I find a clear space on a rug in the corner, near the spiral staircase, and practice my yoga poses from memory. I’m wearing my favorite comfy jeans, soft but still restrictive in my movements. I manage the simple poses, though, to center my mind.

I’m feeling almost calm, considering the circumstances. Mrs. Burchett brings me lunch on a silvery tray. A wide slice of the chicken pot pie, pleasantly flaky on the outside, still bubbling on the inside.

It’s only during the restless afternoon hours that I look up the Minotaur.

Every myth has some basis in fact, which is why the study of ancient history is so important. Archeology can uncover some of the secrets. Myths whisper the rest of what we know. In that way myths provide more room for error and more room for discovery.

Ancient debts. War. Even human sacrifice. All of these have their roots in fact.

The Labyrinth was most likely the palace at Knosses, an elaborate architectural triumph that spanned six acres and climbed five stories. One thousand rooms probably accounted for the sense of a maze.

There are numerous pieces of evidence of human sacrifice on Crete, a morbid side of ancient mythology where I prefer not to dwell. Especially in light of my current situation.

It’s the Minotaur himself who holds my fascination.

The child of Pasiphae, Minos’s wife, who fell in love with a beautiful white bull. From their union came a child. A monster in every sense of the word, the Minotaur was banished to the Labyrinth and fed on sacrifice alone. Was the Minotaur some wild historical figure, distorted by the lens of superstition and poetry? Or was he the dark side of King Minos himself, the bastard child born of jealousy and greed?

These are the questions that plague me while I curl up in the giant armchair, the fire growing dim. There’s a slam from behind me—a door? A whoosh of wind sucks the air from the room. The faint flames from the log vanish, leaving me in darkness.

The book slides from my lap, hitting the rug with a thump.

I stand and whirl, facing the door. “Who’s there?”

“Good evening,” Gabriel says, strolling close.

I’m not sure when he became so familiar to me, but I can recognize his low voice without seeing him. I can make out his broad shoulders in the shadows. He tosses his jacket on the chair where I sat, and I catch a whiff of his masculine spice.

“What are you doing?”

“What I should have done last night. Tasting that…what was it he called you? The ripe peach?”

I take another step back, but there’s a fireplace. The last dying embers. “Now?”

“I think a cherry would have been a better analogy, don’t you?”

Having reached the end of the room, I walk sideways, circling, trying to keep the same distance away. He doesn’t seem perturbed by my retreat. He doesn’t slow at all.

“Wait,” I say because I need to plan for this. I know he didn’t have to give me last night. That was a reprieve I haven’t earned, a night I already owe. I’m in his debt, but that doesn’t mean I’m able to pay. “Just wait.”

He laughs. “Almost twenty-four hours and I haven’t touched you.”

“You want to keep me a virgin,” I say desperately, searching for anything to hold him back. I’m almost to the corner of the room now, on the soft rug with deep orange tones where I did yoga earlier.

“I didn’t say I’d fuck you,” he says, voice dark with promise. “I want to taste you.”

Then it’s too late to run. Too late to beg. He’s standing right in front of me, and my back is to the stairs, wooden step digging into my calf. I can see him, scent him, but even stronger is the otherworldly sense of him, the presence that holds me frozen in front of him, thicker than chains.

“Taste me…where?”

One blunt finger lands on my lips. “I’ll start here.”

Then his lips are on mine, hot and soft and persistent. I’m helpless to his demands, opening to him, a sigh of acceptance drifting from my mouth to his. I know that everything happening here is inevitable, almost fated, but this part doesn’t hurt. It feels almost like pleasure, his tongue swiping across mine, his teeth grasping my lower lip in carnal warning.

His hands cup my face, my neck. My breasts.

“Here,” he says, his voice rougher.

Oh God, my breasts. I scramble back, but the stairs catch my feet. His hands grasp my shirt and yank, revealing me. My bra is pushed out of the way. There’s no ceremony to the way he undresses me. It’s not a striptease, it’s a possession. He palms my breasts, feeling their weight.

“Smaller than they looked,” he says, and I feel the flush creep over my chest.

I want to forget standing on that platform, being watched by so many men, but I know I never will. It’s etched into my brain—the judgment and the lust, the shame and the control. “You bid on me.” I know I sound defensive.

“It’s not a complaint,” he murmurs, pressing my nipple between his thumb and forefinger. “You’re fucking glorious.”

The unexpected compliment makes me blink. Then his mouth is covering my nipple, soothing away the burn, hot and eternal. He flicks me with his tongue, back and forth, back and forth, and I whimper with shock. My hand reaches out to grasp anything—and what I find is the carving of flames, of a hand reaching up out of the depths of hell. I’m burning.

He marks a path of openmouthed kisses over my chest, and I feel conquered. As if he’s mapping every part of my body, owning me. What if he covers every inch? What part will be left for me?

His hot mouth closes around my other nipple, and my eyes fall shut. “Oh God,” I whisper.

“That’s right,” he murmurs against me, the tease of his lips as he speaks unbearable. “Let yourself feel good.”

There’s a though in there—something about sacrifice. About pleasure. Why does he think I wouldn’t let myself feel good? But then arousal arcs from nipples to my sex, and I forget about anything but his body over mine, his rough words promising so much more.

“Elbows on the steps,” he says.

I can obey him without thinking. There’s relief and shame, equal parts.

This position makes my breasts push out. I’m vulnerable like this, made into a living statue for him to touch and lick and suck. For him to bite, clasping my nipple between his teeth with a threatening growl.

“No,” I moan. “Please.”

His demonic laugh floats around me, as wild and effervescent as the moonshine from last night. I’m drunk on whatever he’s doing to me, held captive by his desire.

Then his hand cups between my legs.

He squeezes. “And here.”

I shake my head, because that’s different. Kissing my mouth, my breasts. Those are one thing. What he’s demanding is too intimate, and I fight him. He pulls at my jeans, and I twist away. His legs settle around me, locking my body against the stairs.

My hands clench the front of my jeans. “No, no. Not there.”

“Elbows,” he says. “Steps.”

I cover myself for two breathless moments, shivering in doubt. Except I’m trapped against carved mahogany and muscled flesh. What choice do I have? I move my elbows back to the step behind me, pushing my breasts into his face. My cheeks flush in humiliation.

“Yes, sir,” he says, his voice gentle.

“Yes, sir,” I whisper.

His hands are clinical as they unbutton my jeans and pull down the zipper. He tugs off the jeans with a few rough pulls and tosses them aside. The panties go next. Maybe this part doesn’t matter. He’s seen it all before, and it’s dark in the room. So dark with only the embers to wink at me from the fireplace.

Except I can’t stop shaking, made so vulnerable by this position, by his command. Made naked by his very will. This is what it means to be owned by someone.

He pushes my legs apart. Not only a little, for him to touch me, for him to see. He pushes until the outsides of my legs touch the lip of the step. I’m completely exposed to him, spread open for him.

Blunt fingers nudge that slit—the one worth paying a million dollars for. Nothing’s ever been inside there. Not a man. Not fingers. Not even a toy. He doesn’t linger there but moves higher.

“Did you touch yourself?” he mutters.

I turn my face, looking at the black flames. “Yes.”

“Like this?” he asks, pinching my clit between his thumb and forefinger. The same way he touched my nipple. It feels too rough at first, almost painful, until the heat turns to pleasure.

It’s hard to talk when he’s doing that. “Not like—more circles.”

He draws a circle around my clit, and I buck into his hand. “Gabriel,” I whisper.

“Right here,” he says, voice as dark as the room. “I’m going to taste you right here, feeling your clit against my tongue, fucking you with my mouth until you cry. Do you want that, little virgin?”

I know the right answer, not only because he wants me to say it. Because I want him to do those things. I want to live. “Yes, sir.”

He bends his head.

The first touch of his lips to my clit makes me jump. Only his large hands holding my hips keep me steady as he nibbles his way around my clit. He dips lower, a few large licks over my sex that have my toes curling against the wood.

“You don’t taste sweet,” he says, pausing. “You taste like I’m fucking dying and you’re the only water around. You taste like goddamn air.”

He puts his lips back on my sex, and I can’t help the shrill scream that escapes me. God, what is he doing to me? I thought he might want me tonight—maybe we’d have dinner, some semblance of a date. Maybe he would come to my bedroom. I never expected to be caught in the library, to be spread open on the steps of a hand-carved staircase.

Every stroke of his tongue brings me higher, winds me tighter, until I’m rocking imperceptibly into his mouth. Little grunts escape me, matching the animalistic need in the air. I’m pushing against some cliff, held back by a barrier I don’t understand, I can’t name. I had an orgasm before, by my own hand, but this feels entirely different—a strange and uncontrollable beast.

I get close with a sharp whimper, and he slows his tongue, sliding down to my lips and back up again. My hand grasps his hair, pulling him where I need him. “Please.”

“Do I need to tie you down?” he says, his voice thick. “I’d love to do that, little virgin. Remember what I said about fighting me.”

“You’d enjoy it too much,” I whisper, moving my elbows back to the stairs.

“Mhmm, and for that you’ll have to wait. You’ll have to wait until I’m done.”

I groan because I’m right there, standing on the precipice, something sharp pressed into the breach. All I need is a few more glorious touches of his tongue. I’ll burst. I know I will.

He pushes up from his kneeling position and pulls off his clothes. He’s just as efficient, as unceremonial, as he was for mine. They’re only fabric in the way of what he wants, shed quickly. Then he’s standing there like some magnificent statue, like David, completely unselfconscious. Unlike David, though, his private part juts out from his body.

He puts his fist around it. “Have you ever sucked a cock?”

I shake my head. “No, sir.”

“Ever touched one?”

“No.”

With his other hand, he grasps my hair and tilts my face up. “Have you ever seen a cock, little virgin?”

My eyes grow wide as I fight his hold on me. He tightens his fist in my hair until I squeak. “No, sir. I haven’t.”

“You’re going to taste mine tonight, understand?”

One of his knees drops to the stairs near my elbow. He leans close, the tip of his cock an inch away from my lips. He pauses there, waiting. For what? I realize he wants me to meet him that final inch. He wants me to take control in this way—and I do, leaning forward to press a chaste kiss to the slick tip of his cock.

I hear his breath catch. “More, little virgin.”

My tongue swipes the tip, the same way I felt his mouth on my clit.

He lets out a rough groan. “You’re going to kill me.”

There’s wetness inside my mouth that came from him. It’s thick and salty. “You taste like the sea.”

“Fuck,” he mutters, grasping my hair. This time he doesn’t wait for me to meet him. Instead he holds me steady as his hips cant forward, pressing his cock into my mouth. He pushes past my lips, past the tip of my tongue, until my mouth feels unbearably full of him.

“You okay?” he says on a rough breath.

I look up at him and nod, my mouth still full.

Then he pushes forward, more than I thought was possible. The blunt end of his cock fills my throat, and my eyes water. My body fights him, trying to push him out of where he doesn’t belong. He pulls back all on his own before thrusting in again.

His mouth on me felt invasive, but it’s nothing like this. I’m pinned to the stairs by the thick length of him, made to taste him, breathe him. As he pulls back, the ridge of him swipes over my tongue, and a small spurt lands in my mouth. I roll it around my tongue like it’s fine wine, as if I can sense what he’s made of by the flavor of his sex. It’s as complex as he is, as impenetrable and sharp.

He shoves back inside before I can fully drink it down, and I swallow almost around him. He gives a hard sound of pleasure. “I want to be all the way inside,” he mutters, sounding conflicted.

He isn’t all the way inside? God, he would spear me to my core. I make a mumbling sound of panic, trying to shake my head with his hard length holding me still.

His laugh is unsteady. “I’ll go easy on you.”

If this is easy, I can’t imagine what hard would be.

His hips find a pattern, the same one he teased me with on my clit. He pushes inside me, deep enough to feel my throat, before pulling out again. I get lost in the steadiness of it, like a ship being moved by the waves. There’s no controlling it, no fighting. The only thing left to do is ride them. I let myself be tossed forward and back, pushed and pulled. Used.

He moves faster, his breath coming ragged. The sound of his need does something inside me, and I feel my inner muscles clench. It’s strange that he can still touch my sex by fucking my mouth.

His roar begins low, almost a rumble. It ends with a sound of ferocity that reverberates through the library. I’m half-drunk on him, my mouth held open for his invasion. I wait for something that must come next—more of that salty flavor.

Instead he pulls back. I only have a moment to register the emptiness of my mouth, the ache in my jaw, before I feel the hot spray on my breasts. He paints my chest, my nipple. One high arc crosses my neck.

Blunt fingers push the come into my skin, rubbing it around. I feel impossibly marked. His. My skin tightens as he moves his seed over it. His, his, his.

His other hand reaches down to my clit, pinching hard. Fire overtakes me, flames licking my skin. I buck against his hand, making incoherent sounds, pleading. It’s too much, too hard. Too good. He doesn’t show any mercy, rubbing my clit with an intensity that wrings me out. My orgasm twists and twists, pulling tighter, until my muscles ache and my mouth is open in a silent scream.


Chapter Nineteen


He carries me upstairs, cradled in his arms like I’m something special. I know that I’m only here because he bid one million dollars. I know that he didn’t come inside me only so that I would remain a virgin. Somehow I still feel safe in his arms, as if the pure force of his will can keep reality at bay. We’re wrapped in something soft and pale, hidden from the world as he draws a bath and helps me inside. When I reach for the soap, he puts my hands on the curved edge of the tub. It’s his square-tipped fingers and calloused palms that cover my body with soap. He cleans every part of me, soothing the abraded skin of my nipples, slipping between the slick folds of my sex. My eyes are only half-open. I’m still lost in that place he sent me when I climaxed, a place of pleasure, of peace.

When he’s done, he helps me step out of the tub. A thick white towel dries me off while I stare at myself in the mirror. How many times have I showered before? How many times have the damp ends of my hair curled against my wet skin? Hundreds, thousands, and yet I look different. Still a virgin—by his definition. Different, though. A woman.

When he places me on the cool lavender sheets, I turn my face into the pillow and close my eyes. I’m expecting him to leave like he did last night.

The bed dips. He comes behind me, his arm slung over my waist, his legs tangling with mine. The heavy down comforter covers us both, and I can’t help the sigh of gratitude.

“Go to sleep,” he says, his voice low.

Something about the way he says it, I know he isn’t going to sleep. So what is he doing here? Holding me? This isn’t part of paid-for sex. It isn’t revenge. Something else has his arm tightening around me, his face pressed into my half-damp hair.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

He stiffens behind me. “Why would you say that?”

“It didn’t hurt.” More than that, it felt amazing. Soul restoring. After months of watching my life crumble around me, he built me back up. If only for a few minutes.

“Christ,” he mutters, his hand clenching and releasing on my arm. “You deserve more than not hurting. Don’t you get that? You deserve more than this.”

I’m not sure I deserved to be sold like cattle, but I didn’t deserve the fancy clothes, the best schools either. Life isn’t about what you deserve, it’s about making the best of what you have. And what I have is a strong, warm man holding me. “Then let me go.”

He laughs softly. “I never claimed to do the right thing.”

Maybe not right. That money would save me, though. Enough to save my father’s house, to pay for his care after this month is over. Maybe enough to send me to college again. Did he think of all that when he spoke his bid aloud? Or had he only been concerned with winning? I’m not sure the distinction even matters, only the result.

I nestle deeper into his arms. “What did your father do? Besides make moonshine?”

“You mean petroleum? I can’t believe you drank that stuff.”

A flush comes to my cheeks as I remember the wild feeling of being drunk. “Was it like one hundred percent alcohol?”

“It was one hundred percent reckless,” he mutters. “You need to keep your defenses up with someone like me. That means staying sober, for starters. Sleeping with a knife under your pillow won’t hurt.”

I remember Candy’s warning. Your mind. Your soul. That’s your leverage.

Of course I hadn’t asked—leverage against what? Maybe she just meant keeping my sanity, my dignity in the face of the auction. That’s what I’d been worried about. Shame. Humiliation. But maybe she meant something worse. Something more treacherous. As if I should be on my guard. As if I’m in danger.

“You put me to bed,” I reminded him. He’d had the perfect chance to hurt me then, when I would have been helpless to fight him, but he hadn’t.

He doesn’t say anything for a moment. “He was a liar. A thief.”

I blink, realizing that he’s telling me something true. Something precious enough that he wouldn’t normally share it. “You hated him.”

“I looked up to him, which was fucking stupid.”

Every little boy looks up to his father. Little girls, too.

“You were a kid,” I say, somewhat offended by his judgment of himself. I realize that there’s a parallel between him and myself, but I choose not to follow that line of thinking.

“He never said anything that was true, almost as a matter of principle. He just conned as many people as he could meet, trying to get money so my mother could snort it, shoot it, drink it.”

My stomach clenches. “She was an addict?”

“If you could get addicted, it was her favorite thing.”

I swallow hard, glad he can’t see the sympathy on my face. Harper’s mother is an addict too. Most of the time she refuses to talk about it, but a few times, at night in our room at college, she would whisper in the dark about the fear, the dread. Hiding under the blankets at night while her mother was on a rampage, throwing everything in the house.

“I’m sorry for drinking your father’s last moonshine,” I say. “And if it bothered you to see me like that.”

“I don’t keep it to drink,” he says gruffly. “I keep it to remember him. To remember what not to be.”

A liar. A cheat. “That’s why it bothers you so much when someone steals from you.”

The reason he ruined my father. It wasn’t only about setting an example for the rest of the criminal underworld. It was about setting an example for himself. About fighting back for every time his own father must have told him a lie.

It’s King Minos who puts his bastard child into the Labyrinth. Not to kill him but to keep him locked away. The maze that Gabriel walks isn’t a physical one, despite the large manor that he lives in. It’s the emotional walls, the ones that make him strike out at people who get too close.

“And you’re the furthest thing from an addict I’ve ever seen,” he whispers.

The whole room seems to hold its breath with me. The thick carved bedposts, the sunny yellow stripes on the wall. Everything waiting. “What am I then?”

“You’re innocent. And I’m going to ruin you.” The certainty in his voice chills me.

Like he did my father. Except he stripped my father of his wealth, his power. And with this auction, Gabriel Miller is giving it back—to me.

In return he’s going to take my virginity. Not tonight or the next night. Sometime in the next thirty days. And he believes it will be bad enough to ruin me. Worse than being penniless, worse than being shunned. Whatever he’ll do to my body will be enough to break me.

You can have my body, I think. But you can’t touch my heart.


Chapter Twenty


When I wake up, I’m alone.

I know it before I open my eyes, before I run my hand over the cool sheets behind me. It’s in the air, a stillness. A loneliness that I was so used to it barely registered. Daddy tried to make space for me, but I still spent most of my time alone. And then after he was attacked, after I had to sell all the furniture, the house was achingly empty.

Even then I wouldn’t have complained. It helped to smile when he was awake, to say that everything would be okay. Maybe I’d gotten so good at lying I was able to lie to myself, telling myself that I didn’t really mind. That things would get better.

I could have kept on believing it except for those brief moments in Gabriel Miller’s arms, those short and unexplainable moments when he’d held me.

No sex. No ulterior motives.

Not even money bound us together then. We were two people clinging together on a raft, the entire ocean spanning in every direction.

Then he woke up and left the raft, leaving me here.

I ignore the sense of disappointment, of loss, and step out of bed. The weather turned crisp in the past few weeks, but the floors of his house are heated. I curl my cold toes against the hand-scraped wood, seeking warmth. Always seeking warmth.

I don’t bother to shower or tame my hair. I only throw on a shirt and some yoga pants, a complete morning mess. This is what he made me. And I have this urgent need to see him, to confirm that last night wasn’t only a dream.

He’s sitting at a desk, as if this is an ordinary morning. As if my axis didn’t shift last night. As if his hands and his mouth and his cock didn’t make me a woman.

He looks through papers on his desk despite the fact that I’m standing on the other side. Do people like him even have papers? My father used his printer quite a bit—his old eyesight never could get used to the screen. But Gabriel is younger than him, sharp enough to be fluent with technology. The file folder feels like a ruse.

“Gabriel.”

He looks up briefly, his golden eyes merely a flicker of flame before he looks back down. “Yes, Ms. James.”

Something inside me turns small and cold. I want him to call me Avery. I want him to call me little virgin again. “You left.”

“I have work to do.”

Present tense. It’s not only an explanation as to why he left. It’s a dismissal. Except that in yoga pants or a two-thousand-dollar Versace skirt, I’m Avery James. I was born and bred and goddamn raised to demand attention. I may not have deserved any of that privilege, but I don’t deserve his scorn. “Can you at least look at me after I sucked your dick?”

That gets his attention. His gaze snaps to mine. He narrows his eyes, though I can’t say he looks displeased. No, he looks hungry. Predatorial. He stands, and I take a step back.

“Yes, Avery. I tasted your pretty virgin cunt. You came against my fingers. Less than…”—he pretends to count—“twelve hours ago. Do you think I forgot?”

My chin lifts higher even as I take another step back. “You’re acting like you did.”

His steps are slow and graceful as he rounds the desk. “I’m acting like a man who got what he paid for. Excellent service. Would you like a review on Yelp? Five stars.”

I flinch. “Fine, push me away. Because you’re scared of what happened.”

“Scared?” he says, tasting the word. “I was taking it slow for you, little virgin. But if you’re ready for more, I’ll be sure to show you what scary things are waiting for you.”

“Not sex. The way you held me after.”

“You were shaking,” he says, his voice almost soft.

“Have it your way,” I say, my teeth gritted. “It’s only sex between us.”

“No, little virgin. It’s only money between us.” He reaches back to pick up the file folder. After a considering glance, he hands it to me.

It’s like he’s offering me a coiled snake, and I have to take it. I have to take it or I have to admit that I want there to be more between us than sex, than money. Of course I don’t. Not with him. He ruined my father. He’s a criminal. He goes against everything I believe in, but it would have been nice to have affection between us for the thirty days I’m here. Twenty-eight days, now.

I open the file folder, blinking at the stream of small black-and-white numbers. I’ve learned to be somewhat literate with investment accounts and bank statements since my father’s attack. Lord knows I’ve learned how to read a bill. But I’m not sure what this is.

“An escrow account,” he supplies. “It contains your percentage of the money from the auction.”

My heart clenches. I stare at the paper as if I’m reading it, but I can’t see anything. This is how I felt when the verdict came back guilty, when the call came from the cops about Daddy. When I sold the beautiful silver pendant with my mother’s birthstone. An emerald. Daddy gave it to her the birthday before she died.

The file folder is clenched so tightly in my hand I’m surprised I’m not crushing it. Somehow I manage to close it and hold it at my side. My voice sounds hollow. “Thank you.”

He said there’s only money between us, but he’s a fucking liar. In the air there’s rage and revenge, betrayal and lust. I may be innocent, as he called me, but I know what I feel.

“You’re excused,” he says, his voice hard. “I’ll call for you when I want you.”

Like I’m some kind of servant. Like I’m a maid, brought in to clean whenever he makes a mess. Like I’m a maid for his cock, barely a warm body to wipe himself.


Chapter Twenty-One


It’s fine, I tell myself. It’s better this way.

Because if I don’t have my lies, what will I have left? Gabriel reminded me where I stand with him. Someone to serve him, something he purchased. I can keep him at a distance regardless of what he does to my body, as long as he doesn’t cradle me close like I’m something worthwhile again.

I should be focused on Daddy, anyway. He’s the reason I’m doing this. I call Mr. Stewart at the nursing home using his personal cell phone. He assures me that my father is in excellent health, which seems like it must be a lie until he conferences in the day nurse.

“Hello, pumpkin.” My father’s voice sounds rusty, tired, but undeniably aware.

“Daddy? Are you okay?”

“I’m working on getting better.” He gives a hoarse laugh. “They’ve got some good meds hooked up. And there’s this devil of a physical therapist coming every day now. I’ve called him every name in the book, but I managed to sit up on my own yesterday.”

My breath catches. “Are you serious?”

“Don’t you worry about me. You focus on your studies.”

With a sinking heart I realize he thinks I’m at school. “Oh. Right.”

When Mr. Stewart comes on, I can’t help the strange sadness that creeps into my voice. “He sounds great.”

“It’s very common,” he says, his voice sympathetic. “We see it all the time. Family wants to tend to their own, but it’s a huge burden, a constant stress, and all without the necessary training. Our nutritional counselor has worked with a private chef to develop meals that are best for him. And the physical therapist is our very best.”

Somehow that makes me feel worse, even though I know that doesn’t make sense. I was killing myself making sure my father’s meds were right, that his IV was right, that he was comfortable and clean. And it had all been making him worse because I didn’t know what the hell I was doing. These trained people know what they’re doing. And the only way I can afford them is by fucking Gabriel Miller.

Only after I hang up do I see the string of increasingly urgent texts from Harper.

It’s me. What’s going on??

Justin just called me. He might have cried. He’s very drunk. CALL ME.

Were you in an auction? Type OMFG for yes or n for no.

Pigeons. Flags. Letter in a bottle. All acceptable forms of communication in this FUCKING EMERGENCY.

I have to laugh at the last text, because it’s so perfectly Harper. And it’s a laugh-or-cry situation, realizing that Justin found out exactly what I’ve done.

And apparently he’s sharing the news.

I’m ruined in Tanglewood. Of course I knew that from the moment I accepted Damon Scott’s proposition. Even if somehow the auction remains a dirty little secret, I can’t face the wealthy upper crust of the city ever again.

But I hoped it would be contained. Like a tiny explosion under a metal dome in a cartoon. Boom! And all that’s left is scorch marks in the shape of a circle.

Except if Justin knows, if Harper knows, then the circle is spreading. I don’t think Harper is going to gossip about me, but shit like this is wildfire. All it has to do is spark to the next tree to keep going.

She answers on the first ring. “Tell me everything, starting from the very beginning.”

Debt. Bills. An auction and a million dollars in escrow. I tell her everything, because I’m desperate for some advice here. “So that’s the story of how I became Smith College’s first hooker.”

She snorts. “You’re definitely not the first, but that’s a story for another day. Now you need to tell me about this Gabriel Miller motherfucker. Is he old? Mean? Has a gold tooth?”

I smile. “Not exactly. He’s actually…”

I’m not sure how to describe his golden eyes, how they can pierce me from across the room. How can I explain the way his broad shoulders and large hands make me feel delicate? “He looks okay. That’s not the problem.”

“Uh-oh,” she says. “Angry wife?”

“God, you are the most jaded. No, he’s not married.” At least I don’t think he is. “He’s the man who turned my father in. Who gave all the evidence to the attorney general so they could prosecute.”

“Oh my God. A do-gooder?”

“It was a revenge thing. My father cheated him.”

“Thank God,” she says, sounding relieved.

“No, we’re not thanking God. Because he hates me.”

“He hates your dad.”

“He hates my family. And he’s already ruined my dad. Money. Reputation. Even physically. In every way possible my father has lost everything.”

“Except his beautiful daughter.”

I wince. “Something like that.”

“And you think he just bought you to get back at your dad.”

My fingers trace lavender flowers carved into the bedpost. “I don’t know what he’s thinking. Is buying me revenge enough or does he have something worse planned?”

“Worse, like…sex. The auction was two days ago, right?”

“Right, but he hasn’t done that yet.”

“He hasn’t touched you?” She sounds incredulous.

“He’s touched me.” I feel my cheeks flame with the memory of his touch, the memory of his tongue. “But he hasn’t taken my virginity. And the way he talks about it…it scares me. Like he’s planning to make it awful. Is that crazy?”

I want her to tell me that’s crazy, that a man like Gabriel Miller wouldn’t resort to that. That it would be too cruel, too kinky, too something to be real.

“It makes sense,” she says, musing. “How much did your dad steal from him?”

“I don’t know.” A lot. More than I can ever repay, even with the money from the auction—which came from him, anyway. “And it’s more the principle of it. He has a thing about people who lie.”

“Really? Well, do you think you can get him to talk? If he has a thing about lying, he might be honest with you.”

I’m not sure if it would be better or worse to know he has something awful planned for me. “I can try. But look, I need you to be honest with me. People say it hurts, the first time. Does it?”

“I think everyone is probably different,” she says, but she’s hedging.

“Harper.”

“My first time was with the gardener. I was fourteen. He was nineteen.”

I wince because I didn’t know that about her. It’s a pretty big age difference. “Wow.”

“I bled so much my mom gave me this awkward talk about what periods are while she was stoned out of her mind. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that I’d gotten my period a year ago.”

My heart clenches. “Oh, sweetie.”

“Here’s what I think you should do. When you think he’s going to do it, take a pill. Or have a drink. Something to dull the edge, you know?”

Despite my growing fear of actual penetration, I crack a smile. “I already tried that. The first night. He ended up tucking me into bed.”

“That’s pretty sweet for a motherfucker.”

“Yeah.” My smile fades. “He can be sweet one minute. Then the next he’s dismissing me from the room, telling me he’ll call me when he wants to use me. His actual words: use me.”

She makes an outraged sound. “Who does he think he is?”

“My owner.” At least for the next twenty-eight days.


Chapter Twenty-Two


I don’t have to wait long to find out when he plans to use me.

After my phone call with Harper, I leave my room and wander the large hallways, peeking into empty rooms as if one of them will hold the key to unlock Gabriel Miller. As if he’s storing all his secrets in some kind of trophy room, ideally with neon arrows and handy signage to point me in the right direction.

All I find are endless corridors of comfortable, expensive rooms—sitting rooms, bedrooms. How many people can this place actually hold? There’s also a movie room with three small rows of leather chairs and a screen that takes up an entire wall. A large gym with a sauna attached. There’s even a small art gallery on the top floor featuring some estate pieces, some local artists, and a particularly gorgeous Sargent painting of a woman by a piano.

I manage to avoid his office, the open door allowing his voice to carry as he speaks on the phone.

Only one room is a mystery. Locked.

The brass knob doesn’t turn. The rooms were filled with antique furniture and sculptures. Even the priceless paintings in the art gallery hadn’t been locked.

At the end of my exploration I don’t know that much more about Gabriel than when I started. And my feet are aching. It takes me another fifteen minutes before I can even find my room.

When I get there, I see a tray with lunch and another note scrawled in his square, careless script.

We’re going out at seven. Your clothes are in the closet.

I feel like I’m on a scavenger hunt as I peek into the closet. Hanging in front of my clothes is a black vinyl bag, floor-length. I zip it open and gasp. A stunning Oscar de la Renta dress made of some kind of white sheer fabric, layered to produce a wide skirt that ends midcalf. Flecks of gold center around the waist, making the whole thing look like a sculpture. And that’s when it’s still flat in the bag. I can only imagine how it will look when it’s on.

On a little island in the closet there’s a black box that contains champagne-gold peep-toe Jimmy Choos. A small velvet box contains a delicate gold bangle inlaid with pearl.

Mercy.

Daddy was always generous with my allowance. And I realized from a young age that my appearance reflected on him. If I showed up at a society event in a clearance-rack dress, everyone would whisper that he must be struggling. Until six months ago I was able to walk into any store and pull out my American Express.

This dress, though. It isn’t the kind of dress that you can buy off the rack. This is a dress that you need a connection to get. A connection and very large sums of money.

This is a red-carpet dress.

Where the hell is he taking me?

At seven o’clock sharp he knocks on my bedroom door. I spent the past hour putting makeup on and taking it off, thinking it’s too much or too little. I need Candy to prepare me for this, but she was only my fairy godmother for the ball. I have to figure this out for myself.

I settled on thick loose curls for my hair and a classic red lipstick.

When I open the door, he does this little shake of his head as if he can’t believe what he’s seeing. It’s the dress of course: subtle yet stunning, intricate yet simple. Even knowing that, I can’t help the blush that colors my cheeks.

He pauses, taking me in from head to toe. “The dress suits you.”

“Thank you.” Of course he looks ridiculously handsome in a tux that was no doubt tailored to him, but I’m not going to admit that. “You’re looking sharp.”

He gives me the barest of smiles. “I try.”

“Where are we going?”

It’s wrong to be excited about this. It isn’t a date! I have to keep reminding myself of that, because it feels like one. Especially when he says, “We could go downstairs and play a match.”

Chess. Leverage. There’s a strange longing to play with him, to wear the prettiest dress I’ve ever worn while I play my favorite game in a beautiful library. That would be the perfect date. With the wrong man.

I’d give anything to play another game with my daddy.

Gabriel made sure that would never happen again. No, he’s not getting my mind. He paid for my body. I shake my head.

“Ah,” he says as if that was expected. “In that case, we’ll go to the theater.”

Oh, I love the theater. I manage not to bounce on my heels. “What are we seeing?”

“My Fair Lady.”

The story is based on Pygmalion, the myth of a sculptor who fell in love with his art. The gods granted him his wish, turning marble into flesh. “I didn’t realize it was touring.”

His expression seems brooding. Does he see the symmetry between us? The man with all the power. The woman made real by his love for her? Of course he doesn’t love me. And more importantly, he isn’t changing me in any way. Except sexually.

“Opening night,” he says.

My stomach drops. Opening night. A regular theater night, it would be easy to get lost in the crowd of people. We would find our seats, the lights would lower. We’d watch the show side by side in the dark. But opening night is another beast entirely. Usually the seats are claimed by season pass holders, if there are any left after the high level donors have claimed theirs. Or they make them available for a higher price, invite only, with the proceeds going to charity. However it’s done, a few things hold true: only the most rich and powerful people will be attending. And there will most definitely be drinks and mingling before the show starts.

He isn’t taking me to the theater so that we can enjoy ourselves. This isn’t a pretend date where we both act like he isn’t paying for the pleasure of my company. This is a show, an example, as surely as my father’s demise. I’m going to be put on display, a bird in a gilded cage.

“I see,” I say, my voice flat.

He looks almost regretful. “You’ll do fine.”

His pity burns like acid. If I have to be trapped in this cage, if I’m going to be forced to sing, I’m going to sound beautiful doing it. Somehow I smile. “Of course.”

I hold his arm as he escorts me downstairs, as if I’m not heading to the guillotine. I find a bland expression for the limo ride to the theater, as if my heart isn’t beating a million times a minute. There are going to be so many people there. The men Daddy was friends with. They all know what Gabriel Miller did to my father. What will they think about seeing me with him?

Some of them will know about the auction.

Then a worse thought strikes me. Some of them could have attended the auction.


Chapter Twenty-Three


The whispers start as soon as we walk into the room.

They follow us as we pause for pictures at the step and repeat backdrop at the end of the carpet—not actually red but purple instead. They follow us up the grand staircase. They follow us to the drink station where Gabriel asks for a glass of champagne for me and a whiskey neat for himself.

“I could have wanted a whiskey,” I mutter, more because I need to fight back. And I can’t yell at the old women to stop pointing at me, can’t scream at the men to stop staring at my ass.

“I’ve seen you drunk,” Gabriel says mildly. “No whiskey.”

Yes, and that’s probably not something we need to repeat in public. I can’t deny that I’d love some oblivion right now, though, because I see several of my father’s friends approaching. One owns a large housing development corporation, the other a manufacturing plant for tampons, of all things. I only ever see them together. Daddy played poker with them all the time.

They smile genially as the bartender finishes our drinks. “Miller! Great to see you here.”

Gabriel hands me a flute, and I take a fortifying sip—then scrunch my nose as the bubbles tickle me from the inside. I hear the amusement in Gabriel’s voice as he says, “You too, Bernard. How’s work been treating you?”

“Very stiff,” he says solemnly. “But we have plans to expand.”

Do not laugh, Avery. I manage to keep a straight face as he turns to me.

“And how has school been treating you? Are you still on leave to help your father?”

Technically my absence is being recorded as leave by the school, but everyone knows I have no means to go back. And I’m standing here beside Gabriel Miller, which shows exactly how academic my life has become. Even the auction won’t be enough to send me back to Smith College, once the house and my father’s caregivers are covered.

“Yes,” I say, keeping my voice polite and distant. “He’s doing very well.”

“Good, good,” the other man says. “I hope we can resume our poker games soon.”

I want to punch him in the face, because it’s clearly a lie. He was one of the first men to stop answering Daddy’s phone calls once the scandal broke. And even if Daddy were able to sit upright at a poker table, he wouldn’t have anything to gamble. This is the kind of bullshit that I always hated, but it strikes a little harder when it’s directed at my family.

“Of course,” I say, teeth clenched. Apparently that’s become my go-to answer when what I really want to say is go to hell, asshole.

Gabriel smiles as if he knows exactly what I’m thinking. “If you’ll excuse us, gentlemen. There’s something I want to show Ms. James.”

A firm hand on my lower back guides me deeper toward the atrium. We’re not even two feet away when I hear those bastards snickering about the things Gabriel Miller is going to show me.

“I hate them,” I whisper, tears stinging my eyes.

Gabriel pulls me along, his voice almost droll as he adds, “Fucking brownnosers.”

I glance at him in surprise. “I thought they were your friends.”

“They’re not anybody’s friends. If your father thought otherwise, that was his mistake.”

My jaw clenches hard because he’s right. I hate that he’s right.

Damon Scott breaks from a group of men and lopes over to us, all casual confidence. He’s wearing a different three-piece suit, this one with tiny gold fleurs-de-lis stitched into the blue fabric. “Good evening. And here I thought to worry about you, Ms. James. But you look radiant.”

Radiant? I manage a thin smile. “Thank you.”

Damon leans close. “How is Gabriel treating you? Tell me honestly.”

The sparkle in his eye says it’s more filthy curiosity than concern for me. Gabriel makes a low growling noise that has Damon chuckling. They’re sharks, I realize. Sharp teeth. A taste for blood. And I’m wounded.

“Is Candy here?” I ask, hoping Ivan Tabakov likes the theater. I could use more of her advice. These men might be sharks, but she’s learned how to tame them.

“No,” Damon says with a smirk. “I think this is past her bedtime.”

A woman waved to Gabriel—a tall and leggy blonde I didn’t recognize. I wanted to think her makeup was trashy or her dress too revealing, but she looked perfect. I hated that Gabriel gave us a curt, “Excuse me a moment,” before going to speak with her.

I tried not to shoot daggers with my eyes. I had no right to be jealous. No desire to be jealous. This was a business arrangement, however cold that felt.

“So how is he really treating you?” Damon asks, his voice mild.

“Fine,” I say tightly, pretending not to watch the way the woman touches Gabriel’s arm. I look up at the balcony instead, catching a few people staring at me.

“Don’t tell me I need to ride to your rescue. I’d hate to have to return my percentage of the money. And my armor is all rusty.”

My laugh feels raw, my eyes strangely stinging. “No, I’m fine. I guess I should thank you. If you hadn’t done all that I’d have lost my family’s house.”

He ducks his head, looking almost boyish. “I’d say anytime, but I guess we already popped the cork on that champagne bottle.”

A startled laugh bursts out of me. What a comparison. If I had to be champagne at least I’m a bottle of Moët et Chandon, the kind Daddy got for my graduation party.

Of course, technically the cork hasn’t popped.

My cheeks heat with the realization. “Right.”

“I have to admit I was a bit nervous when Gabriel suggested the auction. And definitely when he bid on you. But it seems like it’s working out.”

Why was he nervous about me with Gabriel? Another head turns in my direction, only to quickly look away when we make eye contact. “Everyone’s staring at me.”

He scans the room. “To be fair, they’d do that for anyone on Gabriel’s arm.”

“But they know. At least some of them have to know about the auction. So many people were there. And that’s not even counting the pictures.”

He quirks a brow. “Pictures?”

“You know, the pictures you took to generate interest for the auction. The photographer at the Den.”

There’s a long pause where he looks quizzical. He speaks slowly, thoughtfully. “There weren’t any pictures, Ms. James. Gabriel said you bailed on him, that you couldn’t go through with the shoot. Is that true?”

My heart thuds, a worried beat. Why did he lie? No one saw those pictures. I try to keep the relief from my face. No one except for Gabriel Miller. “Yes.”

The corner of his mouth turns up. “No, I guess I’m not worried about you.”

Just then Gabriel returns to us, his mouth set in a hard line.

Damon takes the opportunity to slip away, giving us a jovial wave. “Now I have more people to talk to, more men who desperately want to part with their money.”

He strides away, waving to another group of people. He’s clearly using this evening for business. Is that what Gabriel is doing? Except he doesn’t seem interested in talking to anyone but me. And he lied about the pictures.

“If you want to mingle, you don’t have to take me along,” I say.

He cocks his brow. “Why would I want to mingle?”

“I don’t know. Business.” A shrug. “For the same reason Damon’s here.”

“He’s here because he’s lusting after a certain dancer in the show. And I don’t do business at the theater.”

“Where do you do business, then? A back alley?”

As soon as the words leave my lips, I wish I could take them back. That’s not an arrow I meant to fling. And no one gets away with insulting Gabriel Miller like that.

He laughs softly. “What makes you think I’m a criminal?”

But then this is Gabriel Miller, who values honesty above everything. And I remember what Harper told me, that he would be honest with me too. He might evade the question, he might refuse to answer, but whatever he said would be the truth.

“You’re friends with Damon Scott.”

“Ah, that.”

“And you’re a member of the Den.”

“A founding member, actually,” he says. “But your father did business with me. How bad can I be?”

His tone is blithe because we both know that my father was involved in a lot of underhanded dealings. I’d never have guessed it, but it all came out in court. The bribes, the dummy corporations. God. Of course Gabriel Miller managed to keep his name completely out of court documents, only supplying the evidence that the prosecutor needed to begin his investigation.

I take a step forward, moving out of range of his hand. Then I turn to the window, looking out over the city. A storm has crept across the skyscrapers, catching the spires and stair-step slopes in its gray net. It will be raining by the time we leave.

“I buy and sell things,” he finally says. “Like most businesses do.”

“What kind of things?”

“Other businesses, mostly.”

But not entirely. “Drugs. Guns?”

“If the money is right, anything is for sale.”

“People?”

“I bought you, didn’t I?”

His presence is warm and solid behind me, making sure I don’t escape. Or keeping everyone else away? I’m not sure, but I know that he’s not here to make my life easier. He’s here to use me, exactly as he said he would. To show everyone how low my father has fallen, that even his daughter is ruined.

“What did my father buy from you, anyway?” I say, bitterness tinging my voice.

“I bought something from him, actually.”

I turn in surprise, forgetting to hide my face. “You did?”

I never knew the details of the transaction that ruined everything. That wasn’t part of the court case. But it was common knowledge in the city. Gabriel made sure of that.

“His shipping company. It was failing, and he was looking for a buyer. I met with him a few times. My lawyers met with his. We made an offer. He accepted.”

My eyes widen. “No.”

Daddy owned several businesses, but his international shipping business was the largest one. His bread and butter. The bulk of his wealth. It had been in trouble, even before the mess with Gabriel Miller? I don’t want to believe that, because he should have told me. I should have known.

Gabriel watches the clouds, his golden eyes reflecting the rolling darkness. “Only after the papers were signed did I find out he had secretly sold off the company’s most valuable assets to other holding corporations, thus rendering my purchase almost worthless.”

My mouth drops open. Nothing Daddy did should surprise me anymore, but somehow it still does. After all the lectures he gave me about integrity and family pride. After the chili juice on my fingers. I had come to see him as ten feet tall, some kind of paragon of morality.

“How?” I manage.

He shrugs. “A dollar sale here. Twenty-five cents for million-dollar property there. He’s not the first man to try and cheat me. He won’t be the last, though less will try now that they’ve seen what happens.”

I swallow hard because I don’t want to think of how many lives were ruined. “There wasn’t anything you could do?”

His smile looks feral, more like a snarl. “Oh, there were plenty of options. I could have contested the deal in court—and won.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“It wouldn’t have been enough. I could have had him killed for what he did.”

My stomach tightens. Someone almost killed him one night, but they left him alive.

He continues, “Death would have made him a martyr, though. I wanted him alive. Alive and suffering, so that everyone in the city would see what happens to someone who fucks with Gabriel Miller.”

“Is that why you brought me here?” We both know the answer is yes.

He smiles faintly. I see the reflection in the window, overlaid on the stormy clouds. “You play chess. Surely you know the many uses of a pawn.”

I flinch because I know exactly what I am to him. It’s my role in this game: to fall when the time is right, to protect the king until I’ve run out of time.

To sacrifice myself at the perfect turn.

“The city is beautiful like this, held down by the sky,” he murmurs.

But when I glance at his reflection, it’s not the city he’s looking at. It’s me.


Chapter Twenty-Four


Any hope of escaping the spotlight fades when he leads me up the stairs, away from the mezzanine seating and toward the boxes. Our seats give us a perfectly clear view of the stage, a drama lover’s dream. Unfortunately they also give everyone in the theater a perfect view of us. I pretend not to see people craning their necks to look at us.

Gabriel is every inch the gentleman as he waits for me to sit in the plush velvet chair before taking his seat beside me. The lights dim, but that doesn’t mean the whispering stops. I can feel their curious gazes crawling over my skin.

That’s kind of the point.

I may as well have my wrists in metal chains rather than a golden bangle. He might as well grab my hair and drag me around rather than lead gently with a hand at the small of my back. That’s how clearly he’s subjugating me in front of everyone. That’s how strong the message is. He owns me.

He made it clear that he’s my enemy, if I still had any doubt. I’m the pawn, and he’s my triumphant captor. And yet there are those moments of tenderness that I can’t quite turn away from. Drops of water that I’m thirsty enough to drink.

Like the pictures he hadn’t given to Damon Scott to share.

The play captures my attention from the first song, and I’m soon lost in the aching distance between Eliza and Henry. She’s brash and beautiful, her accent both foreign and endearing. Of course he strips her of it, attempting to turn her into a more desirable woman. And so comes to desire her. Except what remains of the woman that she had been? If you have to change to be loved, then how much is that love worth?

I don’t know who would be my Professor Higgins—Justin, who wanted the perfect society wife? Or Gabriel Miller, who wants a sexual slave?

In the end neither one of them fit the bill, because neither of them love me. They can want me, they can fuck me. But they don’t love me.

The curtain falls for intermission.

Gabriel stands and holds out his hand. “Come. I did have something to show you earlier.”

I bite back a hundred sarcastic comments—that I would just as soon not be strutted around like a trophy he’s won, that I have no interest in seeing what he’s packing. Instead I place my hand in his.

This time when he leads me into the atrium, he ignores the hands that rise in his direction as people try to speak to him. This time he doesn’t let me turn away to the window.

I gasp when I see it, only the top right corner of oil on canvas.

As we get closer I read the placard standing at the velvet rope. A painting by Jean-Leon Gerome of Pygmalion and Galatea, on loan from the Met for opening night only. I forget for a moment that I despise Gabriel Miller and his public ownership of me.

“Can we go in?”

Amusement dances in his eyes. “I thought you might refuse to come with me for intermission.”

Because I thought he wanted to do something dirty. Not this. “Please.”

He nods at the attendant, who unhooks the chain on the velvet rope. As we enter, the crowd clears out almost immediately. I’m not sure why we’re allowed to look at the painting almost exclusively, even for a moment, but I’m not going to question it.

There’s security on either side of the painting, no doubt required by the museum. But they’re standing at a distance, outside the ropes. Right beside the painting is a woman in chino slacks and a white button-down shirt. It’s a somewhat casual dress for the opening night, but it’s clear from her stance, her hands in her pockets, that she isn’t a guest. She’s here to speak about the painting, but she isn’t a docent.

“Hello,” she says kindly. “Please let me know if you have any questions.”

I want her to tell me everything. “Can you tell me about the provenance?”

Her eyes light up as she describes the creation of the painting by Gerome—a series of paintings, actually, each viewing Pygmalion and his statue embracing from a different angle. It was purchased from the artist in 1892 by a dealer who then sold it to a private entity in the United States, where it remained until 1905.

“Why did he make so many paintings?” I hadn’t known about the paintings, actually. I only knew about his sculptures.

“He believed it was a hackneyed subject, Pygmalion and Galatea. He wanted to revive them, to find something new about them. All of the paintings focus on the moment when she comes to life.”

“So he was painting his sculpture?”

She smiles. “You know he sculpted her too?”

I flush, because a year ago I would have mentioned that I’m majoring in ancient mythology. Now I’m just a girl who used to read a lot of books. “Mythology’s an interest of mine.”

From her pants pocket she produces a business card. “Mine as well. If you’d like to chat about it, you can always shoot me an e-mail.”

My eyes widen as I read the card. Professor of Classics at the state university. “Wow.”

Her shrug is somehow not modest at all, which is endearing. “My focus is more on the ancient history represented in the painting, rather than nineteenth century European art.”

I feel unbearably hungry for any knowledge she can give me. I went from a waterfall of intellectual stimulation in college to a veritable desert in a large empty house. “What are you working on now?”

“I just got back from Cyprus actually. Studying the moss in Nicosia for clues about diet and disease in ancient times. We’re still working through the samples in the lab.”

“You’re my new favorite person,” I say, clutching the card like it’s a lifeline. “I’m going to write you. And look you up and read every paper you’ve ever written.”

She laughs. “I have a few stacks of journals in my office I could give you if you’re interested.”

“I’d sell my soul for them,” I say, fairly seriously. I try not to think about the fact that I’ve already sold my soul—or at least, my body—for one million dollars. Or the fact that the buyer is standing two feet behind me, watching the entire exchange.

Is he silently laughing at me, like the men at the auction? As if all my curiosity, my accomplishments are a big joke for the men around me?

And I can’t even argue the point, because I’m the one on the platform. I’m the one for sale.

The professor launches into a story about her coworker’s unfortunate encounter with a wild goat during their last trip, and I’m distracted from my own disgrace.


Chapter Twenty-Five


As we’re heading up the stairs, I realize he’s taking a different path to the box. Except we’re not heading toward the box anymore.

“Gabriel?”

He pushes open a door to a dark room and turns to face me. “After you?”

My eyes are wide as I take in the strange shapes of shadows inside. Props. This is some kind of storage room for theater equipment. We aren’t supposed to be in here. And there’s only one reason Gabriel Miller would want to take me somewhere private.

There’s a tremble reserved only for him, only for sex. I know it’s going to happen between us. A thousand different positions, a million different ways. And all of that before he even takes my virginity, strictly speaking. Knowing it’s inevitable doesn’t take away the fear. How much will it hurt? How much will he make it hurt, on purpose, to humiliate me?

“Inside, little virgin.”

He has infinite patience even though intermission only lasts for fifteen minutes. How many did we spend at the painting? Five minutes? Ten? He doesn’t look rushed, though. He looks like a man assured of his power, a king standing at the back of the board while his subjugates fight the war.

I step inside, breathing in the scent of cedar and linen. And something else, something metallic. Maybe rust. There’s a collection of strange things in this room. I can make out the shape of an oak tree in the corner, its limbs spreading wide. On the other side there’s a row of bleachers, like a high school football game would have. A Native American tepee and a lemonade stand.

Gabriel closes the door, draining even that faint bit of light.

He stands behind me, a solid presence. Unyielding.

“No stairs this time,” I whisper.

He moves me as if he can see in the dark. I’m blind, blinking into the blackness, dust stinging my eyes. God, what if we run into something? What if we trip and fall? But his hands guiding my arms are firm and sure, his movements focused on a single goal.

When I finally feel something plush and unmoving hit the front of my thighs, he stops. A large hand covers my back. Then he pushes me forward. I’m bent over something rounded. My hands feel smooth leather and tufted buttons. A sofa. The sloping kind that a psychiatrist would use.

My ass is in the air, completely vulnerable to him, something that becomes painfully clear when he flips up my dress. Large hands smooth over my panties before tugging them down.

This is happening so quickly, too quickly. My breathing comes faster and faster. The dust fills my lungs. I’m going to suffocate like this. Oh God.

“Breathe,” he says, his hands stroking my sides.

I’m a horse and this is my flank. It’s embarrassing how well it works, how easily I calm under his touch. Some people have that effect, I’ve heard. Some instinct that tells us we can trust them. My very own virgin whisperer.

Except that instinct is a lie. This man bought me at auction for one purpose only: to break me.

My breathing has calmed, and I lay my cheek against the cool leather.

“That’s right,” he murmurs. “This isn’t going to hurt. So afraid of pain, aren’t you? Why do you always expect the worst, little virgin?”

Because you’re a monster!

Is he, though? The time on the spiral staircase didn’t hurt. Maybe every time will be like that—intimate and filthy. And pleasurable, yes. He made me climax so hard I felt it for hours. All night long.

He’s saving my virginity for last, though. And like he said, I play chess. I know how to move the pieces around the board, plotting and planning for the final strike. How to lull your opponent into a false sense of security. Or like he so eloquently put it: how to use a pawn. It will hurt in the end. That’s the only way he wins. And a man like Gabriel Miller never loses.

He runs his hand over my bare ass, gentle and sure. “The chili juice. That one really did a number on you, associating sex with pain.” He gives a rough laugh. “And I thought I was kinky.”

I flinch in the dark, because what Daddy did wasn’t kinky. It couldn’t have been kinky, because it involved his daughter. He did it to me. “He was trying to protect me.”

Two fingers slip between my legs, seeking the wetness between my folds. “And how did that work out?”

Horribly, since he’s now pinching my clit. I press my lips together, fighting back a moan. But his fingers are relentless and skillful, playing me until I’m panting, whimpering. “Oh my God!”

“That’s right,” he whispers. “It doesn’t have to hurt. All you have to do is give in.”

I can’t give in. Giving in means living in the Labyrinth, losing, dying here. It means letting go of the string that’s my only way out. Maybe the chili juice did mess me up. The masturbation. Waiting until marriage. But since the auction it’s been Gabriel Miller messing with my mind, making me want things I shouldn’t. “Please.”

“I ought to spank you for this, for fighting me.”

“I’m not fighting,” I say, my jaw tight. Of course he’s right. I’m fighting him, but not with punches or kicks. I’m fighting to maintain hold of my sanity.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? A spanking? I could bruise you for days. Then you could paint me as the big bad wolf.” I hear a zipper from behind, but his hand on my clit doesn’t pause. “I’ll just have to make you come instead.”

A chime sounds from far away, signaling that intermission is almost over.

“We have to go,” I gasp out, pushing to get up.

He doesn’t even have to hold me down. It’s only his fingers on my clit that keep me pinned to that sofa. It’s merciless, the way he circles them. Not too hard, not painful. He knows that wouldn’t work. Instead he’s patient, endlessly patient, while my body winds tighter and tighter. All my muscles clench, bearing down on the arm of the sofa, rocking against his hand. I want this despite myself, and his low baritone laugh tells me that’s the point.

I feel something else, a rocking motion in time with my own. His hand, I realize. He’s jerking himself off. At the same time that he circles my clit, the same tempo. It will be like this when he’s inside me.

Even then I can’t come, my body tearing itself apart. It hurts like this, and I’d rather come just to finish it. My muscles are spasming, mouth open on a helpless, silent scream.

“Come, little virgin,” he says, his voice choked.

There’s a splash of something hot on the backs of my thighs. His come.

The orgasm overtakes me like a tidal wave, turning me upside down, filling my nose with saltwater, making everything dark blue and blurred. I tumble with no idea which way the surface is, my lungs burning with the need to breathe.

When I break the surface, Gabriel has collapsed on top of me. He pants into my hair, muttering, “Jesus. Jesus.”

My hands are fists against the leather, which is slick with our sweat. The smell of sex scents the air, like ocean water and dark spice. We remain molded together like clay, breathing together, coming back to life together.

He pushes up and uses something—a handkerchief?—to wipe his come from my legs. Even when I stand, I can feel the hardening residue of him there. I’m marked.

There’s only a few frantic seconds to pull up my panties and push down my skirt.

Then he’s opening the door.

I emerge like some newborn deer, unsteady on my legs, blinking at the blinding sun after being in the womb. I would have collapsed on that thin magenta carpet except for his hand around my waist, his other under my elbow.

We pass a man, and I duck my head, trying not to meet his eyes.

Until I hear his voice sounding strangely familiar. “Well, Gabriel. Look at you making good use of your purchase.”

I look up to see the gray-haired man who’d had a beautiful blonde on his arm at the auction. Today it’s a different woman, this one with glossy auburn hair. How many different women does he buy? He smiles at me, knowing and cruel. Shame curdles my stomach.

“Evening,” Gabriel says, guiding me past him up the stairs.

The show has already started. They shouldn’t even let us into the theater now. It’s against the rules. But of course this is Gabriel Miller. He owns a box. An usher opens the door and gives a polite smile, as if we aren’t disheveled and panting, smelling of sex as we stumble into the space.

I take my seat as quickly as possible, but there’s no avoiding the stares and whispers. They interrupt the lovely ballroom dance that’s happening onstage. I stare at the whirling people, the oversize decorum as if I have no idea that everyone’s talking about us.

Finally I chance a glance at Gabriel. He’s leaning back in his seat, slouched like a king surveying his subjects. He looks satisfied but still dangerous. A lion in the jungle. Anyone who looks at him like this would know that he just had sex. Maybe not literal sex, but close enough.

But then they’d know that from just looking at me. A little bird in a gilded cage.

Why keep one except to hear her sing?


Chapter Twenty-Six


My hair is still wet.

I’ve only been in bed a few hours. Of course I showered as soon as we got home from the theater, the water scalding, scrubbing the place on my thighs where his come had been. There’s no trace of him, but I can still feel the warm spurts, the throb of intense pleasure that he triggered with his come.

Maybe I wouldn’t feel so dirty if he’d just taken my virginity the first night. Regular sex, right away. Even coming on me, as sharp and intimate as it is, I could have withstood.

It’s the orgasms he forces from my body that feel like a violation.

That’s how I find myself getting out of bed at two a.m., twisting the knob all the way to HOT. I stand under the spray for seconds, minute, hours. There’s no need for soap, not the physical kind. I just need to forget his fingers around my clit, his breath at the back of my neck.

The hot water heater in this massive house lasts a long time, but it eventually gives up on me. Or maybe it just doesn’t want to watch it go down the drain. This isn’t going to help, the cold water says, stinging my skin. I stand there for as long as I can take, until my teeth are chattering and every part of my skin has pebbled.

Eventually I step out of the shower onto the warm tile. God, even the bathroom tile has warmers. Everything in this place is perfectly modulated for the comfort of the master. For the comfort of Gabriel Miller.

I turn off the shower and dry myself off. A strange sound comes from the room. My hair prickles not from cold but from warning. Animal instinct, the opposite of Gabriel’s hands on my sides.

Wrapping the towel tight around me, I peek out the bathroom door.

Nothing.

Maybe I imagined it, just like I imagined the feel of Gabriel’s come on my thighs when it had already been washed off, just like I can still hear the whispers and feel the stares of the entire theater.

Then I hear it again, a knocking sound. Not from the door. From the other side of the room. The window. Pale face. Dark eyes. Someone looking inside my window.

I let out a shriek before recognition can slow my heartbeat. God.

Then I’m across the room, shoving open the window, whispering desperately, “Justin! What are you doing here?”

“I’m getting you out of here,” he says, his voice grim. He looks different than the last time I saw him. He was never fat, but he’d had the rounded cheeks of a boy who had never had to work very hard. Even sailing hadn’t made him lean.

Now he looks more gaunt, his eyes shadowed.

“Through the window? This is crazy.”

His eyes flash. “What’s crazy is putting yourself up for auction.”

His gaze flickers down my body, and I become painfully aware of how little the white towel covers. It hadn’t mattered when I thought I was alone in my room. Now he can see the tops of my breasts and most of my legs.

“Please,” I say, though I don’t know why I’m pleading. For him to leave? For him to understand? He’ll never understand. “I didn’t have a choice.”

He looks away for a moment, and I take in the fact that he’s on a ladder. A ladder. Where did he get it? Some kind of toolshed? Or maybe he brought it with him. This is some insane rescue attempt, except I don’t need rescuing.

No, that’s a lie. I need rescuing, but I need the money in that escrow account even more.

His nostrils flare. “God, Avery. Why didn’t you call me?”

“You broke up with me!”

“Still,” he says, seething. “Gabriel Miller! The man ruined your father.”

A flush steals over my cheeks, my chest. “I know. I didn’t have a choice in who won the auction.”

“I can’t believe you let him touch you. He turned over fake evidence to the state’s attorney. And then he had him attacked! He’s the reason your father even needs a nurse.”

My heart clenches. “No. He didn’t send those men.”

“Did you ask him?”

I did, but I’m not sure I believe him. And I’m afraid to push. Afraid to find out that he might have sent those men. Because he won the auction either way. We need the money either way. It’s sick and twisted, like the chili juice on my fingers. But sometimes we do sick and twisted things for the people we love.

“It doesn’t matter,” I say. “The auction is over. He won.”

“You’re leaving,” he says flatly.

“And give up a million dollars? Daddy needs that money.” And I needed the house more than ever. The only trace I had left of my mother. She would have known what to do, what to say, but I didn’t have her. All I had was the place that she’d lived. The place that she’d loved.

“He doesn’t need it from Gabriel Miller. The man’s a fucking criminal.”

“I know that.” My stomach turns over. “But Daddy wasn’t innocent either. That came out in the trial.”

Justin snorts. “The trial. It was a fucking sham. The whole prosecutor’s office is in Miller’s pocket.”

That’s not possible, is it? Daddy maintained his innocence until the end. Until the attack, when he’d almost lost his ability to speak at all. There’d been so much evidence, though.

And Gabriel Miller has more money than God. He can make anything happen.

Except that honesty is the most important thing to him. He keeps his father’s last bottle of moonshine to remind him of how much he believes in the truth. He wouldn’t have given false documents. Wouldn’t have lied to me.

Unless everything was a lie, even his supposed belief in honesty.

I take a step back. “You need to leave.”

“Are you listening to me?” he asks, his eyes wild. “The man’s a fucking monster.”

I had that thought in the theater, but somehow it’s different when Justin says it. More offensive. Less true. “You don’t know him.”

“Oh fuck.” Justin laughs. “You aren’t falling for him, are you?”

The air seems thin, because I’m terrified that he’s right. It’s horrible. Impossible. “Of course not. But a deal’s a deal. And they take their promises seriously in this criminal business. That’s what got Daddy into this mess.”

“What do you think they’re going to prosecute you for, your virginity? It’s fucking gone. Done. Even Gabriel Miller isn’t going to bring his whore to court.”

I flinch. This was the man I had been going to marry. Whore.

“Leave, Justin.” I pull the towel tighter around me. “Now.”

He seems to realize what he said. “Avery—”

“No. I know you mean well, but this isn’t going to work. I need the money from the auction. Daddy needs it. And if Gabriel finds you here, he’s going to be pissed.”

“Pissed,” comes a low voice from behind me. “That’s an understatement.”

I whirl and face an enraged Gabriel Miller, his face twisted into a snarl. My hands go up in automatic defense. I don’t think he’s going to hurt me, but he might hurt Justin. However much he betrayed me by breaking off our engagement, he doesn’t deserve to be injured.

“Please.”

Gabriel looks incredulous. “You’re begging for his life?”

Panic beats in my chest. Would Gabriel kill him? “He hasn’t done anything.”

“He came onto my property. He tried to take what’s mine.”

Me. He means me. I feel lightheaded. “I’m still here. Please.”

He grips my wrist, firm and implacable. He moves me out of the way, and I spin from out of his hold. The towel comes lose, and I use both hands to cover myself.

Two strides. That’s all it takes before Gabriel has Justin by the collar, face turning red, his stance on the ladder precarious at best. I run to them, modesty forgotten, pulling Gabriel’s arm.

“Let him go!”

Gabriel makes a growling sound. “I’d bury him in the woods. No, I’d leave him out. Let the wolves take care of him. No one would ever find his body.”

Justin’s eyes are wide and full of fear. “Stop,” he wheezes. “Know. The. Truth.”

“The truth?” Gabriel asks, his voice deadly soft.

God, doesn’t Justin realize how close he is to death? Threatening Gabriel Miller with the truth will only make him angrier. No matter what happened with my father, I know that Gabriel cares about honesty.

And Justin’s figuring it out too as the life squeezes out of him. His eyes are glazed over. Gabriel doesn’t even have to suffocate him. He only has to let go. Disoriented, dizzy, Justin would fall to his death.

“I’ll be good,” I promise, my voice low and serious. I’m grasping at Gabriel’s white shirt—he hasn’t changed, I realize, since the theater. He’s still wearing his tuxedo shirt. It doesn’t matter how hard I pull, I’ll never move him. He’s made of stone.

What can I do?

What can I give him?

The string. My very sanity. “I’ll play with you. I’ll play chess.”

Justin makes horrible wheezing sounds, his limbs flailing. For a horrible moment I think he’s going to fall, but Gabriel’s hold on the front of his shirt keeps him on the ladder.

Gabriel must have loosened his grip, because Justin’s eyes come into focus, though his face is still red and puffy. “You bastard,” he gasps.

God, he has no survival instinct. “Get out of here,” I whisper.

He glances from me to Gabriel and comes to the right conclusion. On unsteady legs he makes it down the ladder. I watch as he runs across the lawn, through the woods where he must have entered. For a moment I worry about wolves, until I realize that I have my own wild animal to think about.

Gabriel turns to me. “Did you call him?”

“What? No! Check the records if you don’t believe me.”

“Oh, I have,” he says grimly. “Mr. Stewart. And Harper St. Claire, your friend from school. You could have sent a message through her.”

I’m shaking with anger, realizing that he’s been looking at my phone logs. For all I know there’s a camera in the room, too. Nothing is sacred to him.

What about the truth? Is that sacred to him? Would he have manufactured evidence for the state’s attorney to indict my father? Would he have used bribes to ensure my father’s conviction?

My father might be innocent after all.

Gabriel slams the window down and locks it. “We play tomorrow.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven


I wake up to a note that says only one thing: 3 p.m.

Which means I have the rest of the day to think about my strategy for the game. I’d rather read a book or watch a movie. I’d rather watch the grass grow, but like with the professor at the museum, I’m too starved for stimulation. My brain has decided to win regardless of what I want.

Well, I wouldn’t say that I want to lose. That’s not really what this is about, though. This is about giving him a piece of me, opening myself up beyond my body. There are a hundred myths about the way chess play exposes the true identity of a person—a long-lost son reunited with his father by an unusual chess combination alone. Messages written in black and white wood, in an infinite number of moves.

I’ll play with Gabriel. I’ll play to win, but I won’t give up every secret I have.

When I arrive in the library, he already sits in one of the armchairs. The board has been set, with black facing him. He stands when I enter the room, an old-school politeness fitting for a game over a thousand years old.

“Good afternoon,” he says.

I eye him warily as I circle the opposite chair, wondering if he’s still pissed about Justin. Probably, but he doesn’t appear angry today. He has the same bland and solicitous expression that hides everything he’s thinking. The perfect poker face.

I wring my hands together. “About Justin.”

His face doesn’t move a centimeter, but I feel his rage bubble near the surface. “What about him?”

“I need your promise that you won’t do anything to him.”

He uses that dangerously soft voice he gets when he’s lethal. “What would I do to someone like him?”

I force myself to gather my courage, because I couldn’t live with myself if Justin ended up hurt. If he ended up like my father. The men in my life were in ruins enough. “Send men to attack him.”

He’s silent a moment, and all I hear is the faint crackle of the fire. “Is that what you think I did to your father?”

My courage falters, but I force my shoulders back. “Did you?”

“I don’t send people to do my dirty work. If I want to beat someone to a pulp, I’ll do it myself.”

Which doesn’t tell me whether he hurt my father. Except my father said they were strangers to him. That there were multiple men, wearing masks. Was that the truth? Or had it been Gabriel Miller?

He looks grave. “And I have no desire to hit an old man.”

The relief that fills me is deeper than knowing I’m not in the same room as my father’s attacker. It has to do with Gabriel himself. My feelings for him. “You gave the state’s attorney evidence about my father.”

“It was the most public way to ruin him.”

It ruined him. It weakened him enough that somebody else felt comfortable sending men after my father in a dark alley. Maybe it doesn’t matter that Gabriel didn’t throw the punch himself. He kicked off the chain of events that led to my father in bed, hooked up to a million different machines.

“And to buy his daughter,” I say, voice shaking only a little. “In a public auction. Your idea, I remember.”

“One of my best ideas.”

I don’t flinch on the outside. Inside I’m sick with caring about a man who manipulates me like a chess piece. My father? Gabriel? They have that in common, their heavy hands moving me around the board.

The pieces line up, so ordered and polite. The battlefield before there’s bloodshed. “I’m white.”

“You made the first move,” he says because I went to the Den that night.

He’s right about that. If I’d never done that, I wouldn’t have met Gabriel, wouldn’t have been put up for auction, wouldn’t be at his estate. Would I change it, if I could? I would have lost the house, the only link to my mother. I would have had to accept Uncle Landon’s proposal, trapping myself in a marriage both with a man I think of as family and with a cheater—a man who’d have kept a virgin for a month while engaged to me.

I take a seat and study the board. The pieces are shiny, well polished, not dusty. Obviously hand-carved, expensive, but not especially ornate for a man as rich as Gabriel. He has the home court advantage, but I can infer more from it.

“When did you get this set?”

He smiles briefly. “The day before you arrived. I had it commissioned after the night you visited the Den. Well, a few days later. Once Damon had gotten ahold of your chess teacher’s letter.”

My eyes widened. “There’s no way they could have made it that fast.”

“I paid a premium,” he says. “I’m not sure the artist slept much.”

I look down at the set through new eyes. No one had ever played on this before. The symbolism touches me more than I want it to. A virgin set. Like me. “Why?”

“Call me extravagant.”

He is extravagant, but he’s also methodical, intelligent. Strategic. Everything he does has a purpose. He must have planned to bid on me from the moment he suggested the auction. Public shame. The ultimate triumph over my father. I should hate him for that, but I can’t, any more than I can hate my father for losing.

I move my pawn to e4, a straightforward opening. It doesn’t give him any clues about me, but I need to learn something about him if I’m going to win.

He thinks for only a second before moving a pawn to c5. The Sicilian Defense. It doesn’t tell me much except that he’s not a beginner. If he had done the King’s Gambit, I might have been able to lead him along, make him believe he had a chance before ending it. He knows enough to challenge me.

“An interesting game for a mythology major,” he murmurs, watching me. “A little aggressive. Mathematical.”

If he’s trying to distract me it won’t work. I move my knight to f3, allowing him to play out his moves before I surprise him. “Actually chess is deeply rooted in mythology. From its many creation stories to the wars that were won and lost with it. Philosophers, kings, poets. People from every walk of life have used chess to explain things.”

He smiles and plays again. “You don’t believe it was invented by Moses, then?”

Moses is one of many said to have invented the game. The Greek warrior Palamedes created it to demonstrate battle positions. An Indian philosopher designed it to tell the queen that her only son had been assassinated. I’m interested in the truth, but the stories tell us so much about the people throughout history as well.

I move again. “It’s not only the myths surrounding chess. Chess itself is a myth, you know? A game of hierarchy, of war. It’s a story that people have been using to explain complex concepts for eons. Mathematics, yes. Geometry. Business. Philosophy. Even love.”

“Love,” he says, making a Knight’s Gambit. “In a game of war.”

I can’t tell whether his words are refuting the possibility or marveling at them. Either way I’m not sure I can discuss love with a man who has purchased me like cattle. Or maybe like the brutality of chess, his ownership of me is the perfect myth in which to explore it.

I take his knight. “And if you think archeologists aren’t aggressive, you’ve never seen them fight over a new find.”

Our next few moves are done in silence as we fight for control over the board, reaching into the center, establishing our strongholds from which the final battle will be fought.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


By the middle of the game my king is secure in the corner, fortified by the queen, my castles, my knights and strategically placed pawns. It’s a strong position that fulfills the most important rule: protection of the king.

In contrast Gabriel has his pieces bleeding into my space—his bishops, his knights. God, even his queen sits on g5, completely in my territory. Seemingly vulnerable, but I can’t touch her.

His king is protected by only a single castle and a pawn.

I would be terrified with that little protection, but Gabriel looks confident and assured as usual. Clearly the strategy is deliberate. And as undefended as his king is, I can’t touch him.

“Shall we make this game more interesting?” he asks.

Stakes, he means. Betting. “What could I have that you want?”

“You know, little virgin.”

My face flames with embarrassment. “You already bought me, remember?”

“I’m talking about a favorable exchange.”

I glance at the board suspiciously. Have I left myself in danger? “My queen for your rook?”

He smiles. “No, my queen for your rook.”

That would put him in a worse position. “Why would you do that?”

“Your house. It matters to you.”

“It’s my house. My family’s house.”

“It’s more than that. Tell me why.”

“I grew up there. My father is comfortable there, and this might be his last few months.” Even that’s not the whole truth, and Gabriel knows it.

“He can be comfortable somewhere else.”

I stare at the board, trying to think how I can take his queen without answering. I can’t. My fists clench helplessly. This is what I didn’t want, to be sucked into a battle of wills with Gabriel Miller. To expose the soft flesh where he can hurt me the worst. But then that’s the entire point of the chess game.

It’s the entire point of a virginity auction, too.

“My mother killed herself.”

He sucks in a breath. “I’m sorry.”

“My dad told everyone it was an accident. Stormy night. Faulty brakes. No one questioned it. But I overheard the police chief talking to him that night. There was no sign of anything wrong with her brakes. And the tracks on the road—their forensics determined it was deliberate.”

Your mind. Your soul. That’s your leverage.

And I’m giving it up in exchange for the truth.

“Avery.”

“They kept it quiet because her family, my grandparents, they’re Catholic. They wanted her buried in the family crypt. They couldn’t have done that if—” If people knew she had killed herself.

“Avery, I’m so sorry.”

I’ve wondered and wondered why she died. Was she scared? Was she angry? I’m a grown woman now but there’s a part of me that will always be that broken little girl, wondering why her mother left her, thinking she wasn’t good enough to make her stay.

“He built that house for my mother,” I say finally. “She conferred with the architect, who designed it for her. I don’t know… I don’t know why she wanted things that way. Or what it means, if anything. But it’s the only thing I have left from her.”

“Her chessboard,” Gabriel says quietly, surprising me. He moves his queen into jeopardy.

“Yes.” It’s from the beginning of her marriage with Daddy, when she was hopeful and in love. That was her opening move. And I already know how it ends. But that murky middle game, the place too wild for theoretical constructs. What happened to her then?

I pick up my castle, holding it tight. The wood ridges press into my skin, a pain I find comforting. Then I push aside his queen, capturing her with his consent.

We play the endgame to the sound of a crackling fire for a few minutes. The queen has given me an edge that I might be able to carry into checkmate. Though with his skill he can drag it out for some time, maybe even turn the tables. Unlikely.

I find myself longing to even the score. The queen wasn’t a fair trade.

“A favorable exchange,” I say.

His eyebrows rise. “Your queen?”

“For your rook. Why did you want my father’s business, if it was failing so bad?”

His surprise fills the room, as loud as the fire, as the click of wood against wood. It’s a tangible thing, his shock. His reluctance to answer. But he wants my queen. “I saw you,” he says slowly. “At your graduation party.”

My eyes widen. “You were there?”

“Your father invited me. It would look less conspicuous if I arrived in a crowd. If I were seen dealing with him directly, people would assume we were working together.”

I remember the cake shaped like a graduation hat, my elation after four years of preparatory academy uniforms, my excitement over going to college. So full of hope. I’d had no idea that two years later I’d be on the auction block.

And I remember the man on the stairs. “I saw you.”

“And I wanted you,” Gabriel says.

My breath catches at the raw truth of him. He’s exposing himself. It’s worth so much more than my queen. “What did you do?”

“I’m not a monster, despite what you think. I could have had you. Could have forced your hand even then. But I wanted you to come to me.”

Oh, but he did force my hand. With patience, with cunning. He moved the chess pieces around, blocking me in from behind until there was only one path open to me.

I move my rook out of safety. “That’s why you ruined my father,” I whisper.

“I’m patient, when I need to be.” He captures my queen, turning this into a race to the end. “When your father’s business was struggling, he needed a buyer. It was his choice to cheat me.”

“That doesn’t explain why he invited you to my graduation party in the first place. What were you working on with him? What didn’t he want people to know about?”

Gabriel studies the board. “How much do you know about your father?”

“I went to the trial.” Even though it had felt like a punch in the gut, every dark revelation about him, every former colleague that stood on the witness stand to testify against him. So many secrets. “I heard what he did.”

“Not everything.”

“Then what?”

“Your bishop,” he says softly.

I look down at the board, denial in my hands, my arms. Clenched in my chest. I can still win this. I know I can, and I think he knows it too. Except if I give him my bishop, I’ll be leaving my king exposed. Checkmate in two moves. I’ll lose. How much is this information worth to me?

My heart beats a frantic rhythm as I reach the end.

I move the bishop into jeopardy.

“I’ve known your father for years. Who he is. But I hadn’t worked with him before. He invited me to your graduation party to see if I’d be willing to work with him, like my father did.”

Dread is a cold fist around my heart. “What did your father do with him?”

“He bought things. Sold things.” Gabriel uses his knight to take my queen. Only one move left and he’ll have my king. “Like most businessmen do.”

Except that his father was a liar, which is why Gabriel hated him so much. “Drugs. Guns?”

Golden eyes meet mine. “People.”

I suck in a breath, horrified, disbelieving. “No.”

He means that his father dealt in human trafficking. That my father had too.

“Move,” Gabriel says softly.

My fingers feel numb as I nudge a pawn forward. I ought to just knock over my king. I know what’s coming, but I need to hear him say it. I need to know the truth. Maybe I’m just like Gabriel Miller, after all. Myths can tell you about the people who make them, who believe them, but it’s the truth that matters.

His rook crosses the board to the first row. Checkmate.

The word comes from ancient Persian. Some say it means the King is dead, but the translation is a little less dire—depending on how you look at it. The King is helpless. The King is defeated. When there are no moves left, the only option is surrender.

“I don’t deal in people,” he says. “I made that promise to myself when my father died. Never. Not ever. And then you were there, desperate and broke. God, you’d actually gotten thinner.”

“You could have helped me!”

“That’s not how this works.”

The auction had been brutal. Being purchased like an object. The brief moments of kindness he gives me. “You bought me, but you haven’t fucked me.”

“Is it killing you, the wait? Are you imagining the worst-case scenario with that beautiful strategic brain of yours? Would it be better if I came to your room tonight and broke you, little virgin?”

Yes, God help me. I can’t manage words, and it comes out as a sob. My father was the monster in the Labyrinth all along. That’s who I put my virginity on the auction block for, someone who had bought and sold people. That’s what had paid for my tuition, my fancy dresses. I feel sick. Did my mother know about this? Was this why she killed herself?

The last thing I see before I flee from the room is my king, fallen over on the board.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


I press my forehead against the cool glass, looking out at the dark woods. Justin braved those woods, and maybe actual wolves, to rescue me. It was actually pretty gallant, if not very well-thought-out. Gabriel would have gotten revenge on him in a manner both public and thorough.

And I’d have given up a million dollars. Maybe it would have been worth it for love. But Justin had proven this wasn’t love when he broke up with me for what my father did.

So I’m still here, still locked in the tower with my very own dragon.

Gabriel is right when he said my mind can imagine the worst. A hundred strategies, a million possibilities. All the things he might do to me.

Why do I wait for him to come to me?

He gave me white because I made the first move. That’s what I should do about sex. It’s an advantage—a small one, but I need any advantage I can get. In chess we’re well matched. I still lost, sacrificing the game to get information that broke my heart. But when it comes to sex, he’s the far superior player. I’m a novice. I’m nothing.

But I will finish this game the way I started it—with courage.

I know exactly which room to find him in. The only door that’s locked. Who keeps the bedroom locked in their own house? A person with something to hide.

My footsteps are soundless on the oriental runner in the hallway. My knock echoes, incongruously loud. It sounds aggressive. That’s what he said about chess. Aggressive and mathematical. That’s how I feel right now, as if I’m making the devil’s bargain.

He opens the door, his expression incredulous. “You.”

His shirtsleeves are rolled up, his dress pants revealing black socks. That seems like suddenly intimate knowledge, those black socks. I’ve already seen so much more of his body—felt it, anyway, in the darkness of the spiral staircase—but the simple domesticity of his socked feet seems momentous.

“Can I come in?”

He laughs, leaving the door open as he strides back into the room. That’s when I realize that he’s drunk. There’s a bottle on the table by his fireplace. I recognize the fading ink, the clear liquid. Moonshine.

I follow him inside and shut the door behind us.

He lifts a half-empty glass in mock salute. “Want some?”

“Maybe it’s best if one of us stays sober.”

His throat moves as he takes a large swallow. “I’m not that drunk. Not too drunk to get it up, if that’s what you came here for.”

I blink. It takes me one, two, three seconds to figure out what he means by it and up. It’s embarrassing that I didn’t know there is a too drunk for sex. “Good.”

A rough laugh. “Oh, little virgin. You’re so delicious. Do you know that?”

My cheeks heat, and I turn away. “Not for much longer.”

There’s a soft clink that must be him setting down his glass. A stir of air as he comes close. The faintest brush of the back of his fingers against my cheek. “You’ll always be delicious.”

I meet his gaze. “But not a virgin.”

“No,” he says, considering. “I don’t think you’ll be one for very long. Did you come to make a trade? A favorable exchange?”

“I don’t have anything left to bargain with.” He’s taken my body in every way but this. And he’s taken what I swore never to give him: my mind, my soul. The ball of string that would have shown me the way out. There’s nothing left.

He pulls something from his pocket, examining it. The pale wood gleams in the firelight. A pawn. He must have brought it from downstairs. I remember the shape of it, the smooth surface beneath my fingertips.

“So small,” he says, voice thick. “Why can’t I let you go?”

He must be drunker than he thinks if he’s talking to a piece of carved wood. Unless he means me. “I’m right here.”

His golden gaze focuses on me. “Yes, little virgin. Will you undress for me? Will you open your legs? Let me fuck you until you bleed like a goddamn martyr?”

A tremble begins from deep in my chest, spreading outward to my limbs. “I know you can make it good for me.”

“You don’t want good,” he says as if the word itself is filthy. “You want to be fucked. That’s why you came here. Say it.”

My voice is a whisper. “I came here to be fucked.”

He points to the bed. “Sit.”

I sit on the edge of the bed, realizing only when my feet dangle that it’s so tall. I feel small and helpless, which was probably the point. On edge. Definitely the point.

That’s when I realize what he’s doing. I made the first move. He could have matched me, but that would have been too easy. Instead he moves the game in a different direction, expands the circle of our battle. The Sicilian Defense. It’s what he did with the auction, and it’s what he’s doing now.

He comes to stand in front of me, his large hand toying with the ruffles of my nightgown. “What is this?”

I bite my lip, embarrassed. “My other pajamas have…well, pictures. Unicorns. Rainbows.” I’m not really that childlike, but they were funny. Playful. This nightgown is a pale cream with a small pink bow at the neck. Too modest to seduce anyone, but better than monkeys in sunglasses.

He studies the ruffles as if he’s never seen them before. They may as well be a new move in chess theory for how much they take his concentration—the little flurry of fabric, the inch of thigh underneath. “You hurt me, you know.”

“What?”

“Whenever I think about you, I hurt.” He puts a hand to his chest. “Here.”

For a second I think he might be mocking me, like the men in the auction did. It’s a cold splash of water on arousal that shouldn’t be there. But he looks deadly serious.

And he always tells the truth.

“That’s the moonshine talking,” I say, pressing my knees together.

He draws a line down my legs, where they touch. “This is the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

Not my breasts or my ass. It’s the seam of my legs, the line that keeps him out.

He wants a chess game. That’s why he bought me. That’s why he waited to take my virginity. I don’t know whether the other men wanted my body or my soul, but this man—he wants the challenge.

I look away because it’s scarier to play the game. Don’t fight him, oppose him. Make him desperate for more. That’s what Candy told me. I remember the knowing look in her eyes, the challenge. She knew how much harder this would be, to participate instead of fighting. To try to win knowing I’ll most likely lose.

I want to be the martyr, like he said. I need that, because it’s the only way I can hate him. Make me bleed. Make me cry. I’d despise him in pure righteous fury.

It’s the kindness I can’t trust.

His thumb turns my chin to face him. “Little virgin.”

“Gabriel.”

“Spread your legs.”

My heart pounds. “Make me.”

There’s that pawn again. He rubs his finger over it in a way that shouldn’t be sensual but is. Again and again, until the smooth curved head seems like a place on my body. Until every stroke of his thumb makes me clench. “Don’t you want this?” he murmurs.

It would be easy for him to push his hand between my legs, to spread them for me. I couldn’t stop him. I wouldn’t try. He wants me to give in, though. He wants to line up his pieces, prepared to strike. And then he wants me to move my queen into jeopardy, because he asks.

“No.”

He laughs softly, considering the rounded head of the pawn. “Such a small thing. But powerful. Don’t you think?”

His tongue swipes his thumb, which he uses on the pawn again. It glistens with his saliva. Then he does something obscene, something shocking—he puts the curved pawn against his lips. A kiss. The hint of a lick. “Open.”

My legs are trembling with the force of staying together. My inner thigh muscles are clenching and unclenching, spasming as I watch him suck the little head of the piece.

My breath catches. “I can’t—”

Every cell in my body is screaming for me to open my thighs, but it’s not just his thumb that will touch me. Not just his lips or his tongue. He’ll fuck me tonight. The promise is burning bright in his gaze.

“You have to, little virgin. It’s the only way you’ll feel better. Just give in.”

Move into jeopardy. Be captured. So simple and yet so hard to do. Surrender.

My fists clench in the sheets behind me. Slowly, centimeter by centimeter, I open my legs to him. Two of his fingers lift the frill at the bottom of my nightgown, studying me with humiliating frankness.

“Such a beautiful pussy. Is it beautiful because no one has fucked it yet? Or is it fuckable because it’s so beautiful?”

I have to laugh. “Now that’s definitely the moonshine talking.”

His grin is dark and playful. Seductive. “The moonshine is a nice excuse to say what I’m thinking. God, little virgin. If you knew what I thought about, watching you in that gold dress, seeing you in those godforsaken yoga pants. Prancing around the house like you feel safe. I want to bring you down like a fucking gazelle in the Serengeti.”

My eyes feel wide, my breath faster. My legs spread a little farther apart.

“Keep your hands in the sheets,” he says softly.

“Okay,” I gasp.

“Yes, sir.”

There’s a fight inside me. The string, hold onto the string! But I want so badly to surrender. I need to. My eyes close on a sigh. “Yes, sir.”

Blunt fingers push my thigh to the side even farther. I’m so exposed like this. Vulnerable. Then he touches my clit, like I wanted him to. My body shudders against the caress.

Except it feels different. Harder. Cooler.

I look down to see him holding the pawn, pressing it against me. “Oh God,” I whisper.

“I love those ridiculous ruffles, but I need you to take that off now. Unless you want me to come all fucking over it.”

It’s hard to move, hard to breathe when he’s doing that with the chess piece against my clit. Clumsy arms manage to work their way out of the nightgown. I push it over my flushed face, not even minding the stark nakedness that follows, his hungry gaze on my breasts. It all feeds the intensity building between my legs, centered on that horrible little chess piece. The one he caressed. The one he licked.

My body responds to the hardness of the wood, the curve of the head, but I want something else. Heat. Velvet. His body, muscled and hair roughened. The pawn feels impersonal, demeaning, and God, even sexier because of it. There’s a darker seduction in knowing he’s once removed from me. The pawn is a tool, and so am I. My head drops back, eyes staring at nothing, hips rocking into the piece.

“That’s right,” he murmurs. “Come all over the pawn. Spill your sweet juice on it. I want to lick you up like that. I want you nice and wet for what happens next.”

What happens next, what happens next. The words bounce around in my head, meaningless. Until the sound of a zipper tears through the room. Then my gaze snaps to his pants, where he’s taken out his cock. He’s stroking it. And it’s big. Massive. A million times bigger than the pawn. How will it go inside me? Why wasn’t I satisfied with the small wooden head on my clit? He’s got a club in his fist.

“Wait,” I say, the word slurred with impending climax. “Wait, please.”

“Naughty, little virgin. There’s no waiting.” He makes the circles faster, tighter, pressing the pawn right where I need it. Then I’m crying out, sobbing, begging him to stop, give me, no, more, please.

The spasms continue long after he pulls the chess piece away. He doesn’t just lick me up. He puts the whole head of the pawn into his mouth, sucking me off the wood before tossing the pawn aside.

Then there’s something thick and blunt at my entrance.

“How?” I ask, almost frantic with the question. How will he fit? How did I come to this? How will I go on after this, knowing that I sold my soul to the devil?

He doesn’t give me an answer but pushes inside with one hard thrust.

The cry that escapes me is primal—grief at losing something. Pain at the violation. “Gabriel.”

“A little more,” he says, teeth gritted.

That’s when I realize he isn’t all the way inside. “Oh God. I can’t take more.”

“You knew it would hurt,” he murmurs, jaw tight, eyes shut as if he’s hanging on to control by a thread.

I shouldn’t care about him, shouldn’t love what he does to me. That’s how he’s broken me. So much worse than the ripping agony in my body. So much harder than knowing we’ll end when the clock stops ticking. “Do it,” I whisper.

He takes the invitation with a curt nod. There’s a slight tensing of his muscles. I feel it between my legs. That’s the only warning before he pushes forward, plunging deep inside me. I can feel him at my very center, filling me, hurting me. “How do people do this?”

His laugh is pained. “Only you could make me smile at a time like this.”

I wince. “Is it over?”

He reaches down and uses his thumb like he promised, rubbing it over my clit like the smooth head of the pawn. Around and around in endless, blissful circles. By degrees I can relax. It still feels too full. There’s a memory of the burn as he entered me. But my muscles ripple around in something almost like pleasure.

Then he pulls back and pushes in, hitting a spot inside me that makes my back arch, my head bend back, my teeth click together in audible shock.

“That’s right, little virgin,” he says, one syllable between every thrust.

I’m turning into some other creature, more and more every time he finds that place inside me. My whole body feels liquid, turned inside out. Something is building, like when he touches my clit but different too. “I’m not…a virgin…anymore.”

He’s inside me, so deep inside me.

One thrust and he’s all the way to the hilt. I can feel the coarse hairs of him pressing against my sensitive bare skin. He grinds there, and my eyes roll back.

“Did you really think this would end?” he mutters roughly. “Did you think I would fuck you and you’d stop being my little virgin?”

I don’t answer. I can’t. He’s rocking against my clit with his whole body, and it’s pushing me over some edge. I dig my heels into his back, desperate to hold on to the ledge.

“No, I bought your virginity. I took it. It’s mine, little virgin. Just like you, you’re mine.”

My mouth opens on an uneven breath. He pushes his hips against mine, a crude demand my body understands better than I do. The orgasm hits me, and I’m freefalling, dizzy with it, upside down, the wind against my face. I can see the high ledge that I’d stood on as I reach the ground and crash.

Gabriel grabs the back of my neck with one hand, my hip with the other. Leverage, I realize. My body and soul. One. Two. Three deep thrusts and then he’s coming, groaning like he’s in pain, muttering my name in rapid succession—Avery, Avery. Fuck, Avery.

He collapses on me, rolling to the side, pulling me with him.

And then one final “Fuck,” his voice broken.

“I didn’t know,” I whisper, and it feels like a grave injustice that it took until the ripe age of twenty to learn how this could feel. At the same time it’s the perfect discovery. “I didn’t know you could be so deep inside.”

There’s a strange emptiness when he pulls out of me, a dampness against my thigh. Then I’m draped over him, catching my breath against his broad chest, reeling from what just happened.


Chapter Thirty


I’m still breathing hard when he stands up.

He touches something on the sheet. Blood, bright and smeared across white sheets. It looks barbaric. That came from my body. From his rough claiming.

His hand curls into a fist.

“Gabriel?”

Without a word he goes into the bathroom. I’m half expecting him to draw a bath like he did for me before. Or maybe return with a damp towel. I can feel him between my legs.

It’s sore there. And bloody, apparently.

The sweat on my body cools, and I shiver in the bed. Alone.

I feel a little disoriented, as if I drank a whole bottle of that moonshine. What just happened? That was sex. I just had sex with Gabriel Miller. I lost my virginity to him.

My legs are unsteady as I stand, using the side table to hold myself up until my knees lock. Then I make my way over to the bathroom, where the door is slitted open. Gabriel is standing there naked, unselfconscious, his arms braced on the edge of the counter, his strange gold gaze trained on the mirror. He’s looking at himself. What does he see?

“Gabriel?”

He doesn’t move. “What do you want?”

The sharpness of his voice cuts me. “Are you coming back to bed?”

I liked the way he held me last time, curled around me protectively while I drifted off to sleep. I need him to do that again, especially with the strange, remote expression on his face.

“It’s my bed,” he says, voice brusque. “I belong there. Not you.”

I suck in a breath. “Why are you being like this?”

“Like what?”

“Like an ass!”

“I’m sorry if you were expecting something different, Ms. James. I bought you. I used you. Now I’m done.”

Stung, I take a step back. “So I’m supposed to go to my room and sit there until you want to use me again, is that it?”

He swings around to face me, taking a step closer. “No, I don’t want to use you anymore. Now that I’ve had you, I’m done. You can go.”

My mouth drops. “But…a month…”

His gaze flickers over my body, both admiring and cruel. “You’re beautiful, but there are lots of beautiful women in the city. The only thing that made you special was your virginity, and now that’s gone.”

Hurt feels like a concrete block in my chest, weighing me down, making it impossible to breathe. “You’re just saying that.”

“Why would I just say that?” he asks, mocking. “Do you really think that highly of yourself? One taste and I would have to keep fucking you for eternity? That’s a pretty magical cunt you must have.”

Rage feels so much better than the aching pain. “Fine. Pretend like there wasn’t a connection between us. Pretend like you didn’t enjoy the chess and the…the sex!”

Two steps and he’s right in front of me. Then his hand fists in my hair. He bends my head back so I’m looking up at him. “Let’s get this straight, Ms. James. I enjoyed the chess. I enjoyed the sex even more. But you were only a means to an end. A pawn.”

I blink, but there’s no fighting these tears. They fill my eyes and fall in shameful drops down my cheeks. He lets go of my hair with a rough sound.

“We got too close,” I say, my voice uneven. “You’re scared, because—”

“Make excuses for me. Because Daddy kept a whorehouse, I never learned how to love, is that it? Tell me, little virgin. Did you imagine you could fix me? Did you think if you beat me at chess, I’d learn my lesson? But I won the game, didn’t I? You lost.”

Through the tears I see the beige pawn lying on the carpet. Discarded. Its usefulness over. That’s what I am here—my father’s daughter, bought to send a message. Fucked to drive that message home. He’s nothing if not thorough. And now my usefulness? It’s over.

I stare at his back as he walks into the bedroom, dismissing me.

He picks up the half-empty bottle of moonshine from the table.

How could I have cared about him? But it doesn’t matter. I still care about him, even now that I know he’s every bit the monster I feared. The heart is the cruelest enemy of all.

With my heart in my throat, I move to leave. I’m standing with my hand on the knob, trying to make sense of it. I spent so long thinking about defeating the Minotaur that I didn’t consider he might just let me go.

I didn’t consider that I would have liked to stay.

Part of me wants to go to him, to demand that he explain why he’s kicking me out, to make him see we have something deeper. Except I barely know that myself. It’s a shock to realize I’ve come to care for him, this man of precious metal and revenge, of carved wood and heartache.

I’m supposed to hate him.

From across the room comes a terrible crash, making me jump. I turn to see the thick moonshine bottle in shards against the iron grate in the fireplace, a ship against jagged rocks, embattled by the storm.

Gabriel destroyed it, that last memento from his father.

How had I forgotten his violence? Why had I been so sure he wouldn’t use it against me? Fear runs through my veins, cold and thin. I may not hate Gabriel Miller, but I’m still afraid of him. Then I’m running through the halls, trying to remember my way back, trying to find the way out.


Chapter Thirty-One


I’d like to slink away in silent disgrace, but I don’t have a car. I also don’t have the address to call a cab. I consider using my phone’s location to request an Uber, but I’m pretty sure there’s a fence around the property. I don’t need another confrontation like the one with Justin.

So in a humiliating walk of shame, I head downstairs.

The kitchen is empty, but I find Mrs. Burchett in a room off to the side, reading a book. She stands as soon as she sees me. “Oh, hello, dear. Are you hungry? I can heat up…” Then her shrewd eyes take in my expression. She makes a tsk sound. “What do you need, dear?”

“I think…a cab.” I flush, ashamed because surely my hair and rumpled clothes give away what I’ve just done. I probably even smell like sex. “He said I should go.”

She shakes her head as if admonishing Gabriel. “I’ll call a car around.”

“No, just a cab—”

Her lips purse together. “He’ll want to make sure you’re safe.”

“I wouldn’t count on that,” I mutter.

She types something into her phone, clearly as proficient with an iPhone as she is with a rolling pin. “I know he can be a bear, but he does care about you.”

I flinch. He’s just made it abundantly clear that he doesn’t, but I have no desire to spell it out for Mrs. Burchett. That’s a pretty magical cunt you must have. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Oh, but it does,” she insists. “He made sure your father was taken care of. It damn near killed him to wait until that night to send someone to help you.”

“He had to. The auction—”

“Gabriel Miller doesn’t have to do anything. He set the terms because he knew you needed help. That’s why he sent someone to watch over you, once he heard there was someone watching you.” She casts a worried glance into the dark night. “Imagine he’ll do the same now that you’re going back.”

“You’re wrong. That guard was from Damon, protecting his investment.”

She clearly doesn’t believe me. “Well, you be careful regardless. The world is full of dangerous people, Ms. James.”

Headlights flash from the drive.

That’s the story of how I end up in a limo two hours after I lost my virginity.

The driver doesn’t ask any questions, for which I’m grateful. I cross my arms in front of me, holding tight as if I can keep myself from breaking into a thousand different pieces.

I’m not sure what I thought I’d be returning to when I left for the auction. Some chance at a normal life? College? Marriage? It all feels so far removed. Impossible words. I’ve lost the ball of string somewhere along the way. I might be going home, but I’m still in the maze.

All I have with me is my purse. Mrs. Burchett assured me that my clothes and things would be delivered tomorrow. He’ll want to make sure you have everything right away. Or maybe he’d just throw it all into the fire like his father’s moonshine.

I pull out my phone, trying to pretend I’m not looking for his name. I want him to call me, to tell me he’s sorry. But he doesn’t. There are lots of missed calls. None from him.

Almost unthinking I press the last name. Harper.

“Where have you been?” she demands.

“I—” My voice breaks, because I don’t know how to explain. I don’t even understand it myself. Almost every myth references love, betrayal. Heartbreak. Universal truths that I’ve read a thousand times but still can’t comprehend. No story can explain this pain that feels too big for my body.

“Justin is missing.”

Awareness rises like the tide, slow but ineffable. “What do you mean?”

“I mean he never went back to Yale. I know a couple guys over there. One who’s on the sailing team with him. He went AWOL.”

“He came to see me, but…”

Gabriel swore he wouldn’t hurt him. Or did he? I can’t be sure I got the promise from him. Where would Justin have gone if not back to school? He might have stayed at his parents’ house in Tanglewood, but he would have at least texted his teammates. Even with winter creeping up, they continued to sail.

I drop the phone onto the seat. It slides onto the floor as the limo stops.

When the car stops at the gate, I already have the door open.

Lights are on in the house when my father’s evening routine should be finished. No one should be here. A man in a suit emerges from the front door. I run toward the house, my heart pounding with a new fear.

“Ms. James?” he asks.

“That’s me. What’s going on?” I try to push past him, but he’s blocking my path. “Where’s my father?”

“I’m Mr. Stewart. We spoke on the phone.”

That catches my attention. Pushing past the panic, I focus on him—on the solemn expression in his eyes. He looks as kind as he sounded on the phone. And worried.

“Oh God. No.”

“Your father suffered a coronary incident this evening. He’s been taken to Tanglewood Hospital. I don’t have the details yet, but our emergency staff is interfacing with the doctors there to make sure he has the best care.”

He’s been standing in front of the door, and as I turn my head, I see something yellow affixed to the thick wood. It pulls me closer, almost as if I’m hypnotized. Mr. Stewart is still talking, something about complications and interventions, but he’s just background noise.

In bold letters the yellow paper says NOTICE OF CRIMINAL FORFEITURE.

“How is that possible?” I whisper.

The house is owned by my trust, which is owned by me. Uncle Landon said it would be safe. From the very beginning, he told me that. Protected from my father’s crimes. The auction would have covered the real estate taxes, the maintenance—except it’s too late.

Somehow I’m too late.

The expression of sympathy on Mr. Stewart’s face is the worst thing I’ve ever seen. Worse than the cruel look on Gabriel’s face when he said the words magic cunt. “We received a call yesterday that Mr. James would be required to vacate the premises.”

“Did Daddy know?” My voice cracks. “Did he know we’d lost the house?”

A grim pause. “He knew.”

There’s only one question. “Who?”

Did Uncle Landon find a way to break through the trust, his revenge for choosing the auction over his proposal? It hurts to think about, but maybe that’s not the answer. Maybe it’s much more obvious—and much more painful. Did Gabriel Miller figure out a way to circumvent the trust and take ownership of the house?

I look down at the yellow sheet of paper, already crushed in my fists. I smooth it open as if it’s an ancient scroll, the secrets of lost treasure written on parchment. There’s legalese about vacating the premises—that’s what my mother’s legacy has been reduced to, premises.

And then I see it, the holding company with a corporate address.

Miller Industries.

That’s Gabriel Miller’s company. Which means he now has possession of this house. Did he engineer this entire thing? A ruthless takeover, except this isn’t business. It’s personal. He must have known what I would find when he sent me away.

And he had hired Mr. Stewart. Gabriel might have known about my father’s coronary, too. Had he sent me home as some twisted kindness, knowing my father would need me now?

But I won the game, didn’t I? You lost.

No, Gabriel doesn’t know how to be kind.

I latch on to the only hope I have. “There has to be something we can do. Fight it. Appeal. This is my house. My mother’s house.”

Mr. Stewart shakes his head. “You’ll have to speak to a lawyer.”

A lawyer, like the kind who couldn’t save my father from disgrace. The kind who made sure he paid every cent he owned in restitution and penalties. They won’t help us. “What happens?” I say, desperate now. “You must have seen this before. What happens to the house?”

“It depends,” he says slowly. “But in these cases, where the house is taken to settle payments owed, it will be put up for sale. It will be put up for auction.”

My heart clenches hard. Put up for auction, like my body. Like everything about my life, for sale to the highest bidder. I already sold my virginity, but it didn’t matter. I still lost the house. And my father might die.

Checkmate.

*     *     *

Thank you for reading THE PAWN! I hope you love Gabriel and Avery. Their story continues in THE KNIGHT! Find out what happens when she returns to fight for her family.

The power of pleasure…

Gabriel Miller took everything from me. My family. My innocence. My home. The only thing I have left is the determination to get back what’s mine.

He thinks he’s beaten me. He thinks he’s won. What he doesn’t realize is that every pawn has the chance to become a queen.

And the game has only just begun.

One-click THE KNIGHT now!


Hitching The Cowboy


Kennedy Fox


Prologue


Riley

My entire body feels as if I’ve been plowed down by a heavy ass tractor. Even trying to roll over makes me ache, and when I blink my eyes open, I realize I’m in my hotel room at the Bellagio in Las Vegas. The wide-open curtains allow the unforgiving sun to shine through the windows, blaring in my face.

“Fuuuuuck,” I mutter as my head throbs, and I curse myself for how much I drank last night. Diesel, my best friend since grade school, turned twenty-one two days ago, and a weekend trip to Vegas was my gift to him. I’m fourteen months older and felt it was my duty to get him shit-faced in Sin City. Getting away was the only way to properly celebrate his birthday, considering we bust our asses working on the ranch six days a week. If he’s feeling the same way I am, then mission accomplished.

Chuckling to myself, then groaning at how badly it hurts to laugh, I attempt to slide out of bed, but my arm is stuck under a body. Blinking, I realize a woman is lying against me.

With dirty blond hair and sun-kissed skin, she looks like a goddess sprawled out under the sheets that rest at her bare waist. Looking down, I see we’re both naked, and flashes of last night flood my mind.

Zoey. Thinking for a moment, I’m almost positive that’s her name. At least I hope.

I first saw her with a group of girls at a club when I dared Diesel to participate in an amateur stripper night. Miraculously, we ran into each other again, but now, she’s here with me. My head pounds, but I try to ignore the pain as I recall all the details.

Oh God.

Glancing around, I check to make sure Diesel’s not on the other bed nor on the floor. We’re alone, thankfully. As carefully as I can, I pull my arm from underneath Zoey, but before I successfully slide from under the sheets, she rolls over and wraps an arm around me and snuggles in closer.

Holy fucking hell.

Her tits are on full display as she hikes a leg over my waist, brushing over my dick. Which is now hard, thanks to her.

“Good morning,” she says in the sexiest sleepy voice I’ve ever heard. Without opening her eyes, she smiles and rubs her head against my chest, causing my heart to rapidly beat.

“Uh, mornin’,” I reply, swallowing hard. Within a second, Zoey’s eyes pop open, and her grin falls as she takes in the room and then me.

“Oh my God!” She looks down at our naked bodies and groans. “Oh shit.” She gives me a small smile and shakes her head. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”

Chuckling, I rest a hand behind my head, and she removes herself from me. “It’s okay. I didn’t have the best first reaction, either. Zoey, right?” I feel like an ass for having to ask, but my memory is foggy as fuck. I know I drank a shit ton last night, but I’ll never forget the way she squeezed her tight pussy around my dick.

She looks up at me, then grabs the sheet and pulls it to her neck, covering that sexy body I could stare at all morning. “Yeah,” she confirms. “R-something?” She winces, then blushes, looking flustered as hell, which I find adorable. “I feel like a two-dollar whore. I’m so sorry. My damn head feels like someone pounded a hundred nails into it.”

“Riley,” I supply. “Don’t be sorry, darlin’. Though, I would’ve happily paid more than a couple of bucks.” I flash her a wink when she glances at me and chuckles at the reality of our situation. Sitting up, she wraps the sheet around her, and I can’t help but admire how gorgeous she is. I might’ve woken up fuzzy, but the moment we fell into bed together will forever be burned into my memory.

And the…wait. I hold up my left hand and stare at the gold band around my ring finger. Memories flash through my head like photographs, nearly leaving me speechless.

“Uh, Zoey,” I say slowly, repositioning myself.

“I’m just gonna find my clothes and do the walk of shame outta here. I’m sure you want your hotel room back,” she says as if I was about to kick her out.

“Did we, uh…did we…?” I stutter as I remember the white chapel and Diesel’s revenge dare.

“We both woke up naked in bed, so I’m quite sure we did…”

“That’s not what I’m asking.” I blow out a sharp breath and brush a hand through my hair. “Do you have a ring on your finger?”

Zoey immediately holds out her left hand and gasps. A simple but elegant gold band. She turns toward me and looks at my hand. “Oh God, I remember now.”

“Was it really legal?”

“We signed a license and said vows, so yeah, I’m pretty sure we’re legally married now.” She sucks in her lower lip, then chews on it.

Before I can respond, the hotel door swings open, and Diesel walks in looking way too fucking chipper.

“Hey, lovebirds!” The door slams behind him, and Zoey and I both wince at the noise. “How are the newlyweds feelin’ this morning?”

“Fucker,” I grumble. “Did you seriously dare me to get married last night?” I grab the comforter off the bed and wrap it around my waist so I’m somewhat decent.

Diesel’s booming laughter is all the confirmation I need. I’m gonna murder him in his sleep.

“Your mama’s gonna kill you,” he says, still chuckling. “And your grandma.”

“Try both at the same time.” I huff.

“Sorry to break up the honeymoon, but we gotta go. Pack your shit,” Diesel says, rushing around the room and shoving his things into his suitcase.

“Now?” I gape, turning and looking at Zoey, who’s grabbing her little panties off the floor. She seems embarrassed as hell, but I wish she wasn’t. So adventurous and spontaneous, she brought out the best in me, and we had a blast together.

“Flight’s in an hour, and we still gotta get there and through security. We’ll be lucky to make it on time at this point,” Diesel says, glancing at this phone. The time constraint is ruining my ability to talk to her about this, about us. I don’t want to go, but fuck, I have to.

As Zoey picks up her bra, I round the bed and tilt her chin up so I can look into her eyes. “I’m sorry, I wish I could stay. But they’re expecting us at work tomorrow, and it’s a long drive from the airport to the ranch. Can we exchange numbers, at least?”

“Yeah, of course.” She smiles. “We’ll need to figure out what we’re going to do.” Her face drops, and I hate that I have to leave in such a damn rush.

“Or you could come with me?” I ask, feeling hopeful. “Try to get to know each other better.” The words spill out before I can stop myself, but I don’t regret them. She’s unlike any other woman I’ve ever met.

“I-I can’t. My sister’s getting married next weekend, and my life is in Phoenix.” She shrugs, holding the sheet against her body.

“Alright, I understand. I’ll text you my address in case you change your mind.” I smile, knowing the chances of that are slim. I walk to the nightstand and grab my phone. After she gives me her number, I text her so she can reach out as soon as she’s home.

“Riley, we really have to go,” Diesel urges.

“I’m going to get dressed so I can head out too.” Zoey walks around me with her arms full and goes to the bathroom. Once the door clicks shut, I quickly slip on my boxers and dig in my suitcase for clean clothes.

“So, was it awkward waking up and realizing you guys eloped?” Diesel asks with a shit-eating grin on his face.

I glower, narrowing my eyes at him as I zip up my jeans. “You’re an asshole.”

Before he can respond, Zoey walks out in the same outfit she wore last night. I catch her staring at my bare chest, then she shifts her eyes away as she walks toward the bed, grabbing her phone and clutch. I hate that I’m being forced to dart out of here, and we don’t have more than a couple of minutes together.

“Listen, Zoey…” I go to her as I slip my shirt on.

“It’s okay, Riley. We don’t have to do this.”

Diesel opens the door with his bag in hand. “Riley, c’mon. We still gotta get a cab…”

“I’m sorry. Call me soon so we can figure this out, okay?” I lean in, cup her face, then kiss her cheek. “For what it’s worth, I had a really fun night, wife.” I flash her a wink, which causes her to blush. She shakes her head at me and smirks.

“Safe flight, hubby,” she mocks. I stare at her, remembering the taste of her lips, the way she moaned my name, and how perfectly her body fit against mine. Our connection was instant, and while I didn’t understand it, I couldn’t fight it either. From the moment our eyes locked, I knew she was special. Turns out, the universe had bigger plans, bigger than either of us could have imagined. Or maybe Diesel’s to blame.

“Riley! You have two seconds, or I’m leaving your ass in Vegas, and you can explain why you aren’t at work in the morning to your family,” Diesel walks out frustrated as hell, and I know damn well he would really leave me.

“Goodbye,” Zoey says as I move away from her and grab my suitcase.

I give her an apologetic smile, then spin around to catch the door before it closes, leaving her behind and feeling like complete shit about it.


Chapter One


Riley

72 Hours Earlier

“Rise ’n’ shine, motherfucker.” Cold water to my face accompanies Diesel’s loud voice, making me jump out of bed with fists swinging. Considering I’m barely awake, I miss, and he starts laughing.

Scrubbing my hands over my face, I see the faint hint of the sun shining through my curtains, then rush toward him as he walks toward the door.

“The fuck?” I push his back, forcing him forward into the hallway. “Gonna kick your ass for that.”

“Yeah, right.” Diesel chuckles, knowing damn well he has sixty pounds and five inches on me. He didn’t get his nickname for being small. Built like a fucking house and loud as a diesel truck, he’s had that nickname since middle school. “Besides the fact that you couldn’t, you wouldn’t hurt the birthday boy.”

I snort, following him into the kitchen. “Your birthday was yesterday.”

“But we’re celebrating this weekend!” he shouts, and he’s way too damn excited. “So technically, it’s my birthday till we get our drunken asses back here on Sunday. Till then, it’s fuckin’ party time!”

“We still have a workday to get through,” I remind him while pouring a mug of coffee. At least he managed to start a pot before waking me up by dumping water on my face. We’ve been roommates since he graduated from high school three years ago. Our house is on the Circle B Ranch that my family owns, and most of the Bishops live and work here in some capacity too. Diesel’s originally a townie, meaning his family isn’t in the business, and though he had no real experience, he applied to be a ranch hand like me. For some reason, my dad hired his ass, and we’ve gotten into more trouble than ever. Having been raised on the ranch, I live and breathe this lifestyle and don’t plan on leaving anytime soon. Just like the generations of Bishops before me, I was born for this.

“Yeah, yeah,” he grumbles, grabbing his to-go cup and taking a sip. “It’ll go by fast since we have to leave by two. Are you even packed yet?”

“Almost. Not really sure what to bring, though. All I own are Wranglers, and I’m pretty sure cowboy boots won’t be in style.” I chuckle, remembering the story my mom told me about when she first met my dad. He showed up in Key West looking like something out of the Wild West, and my mother hasn’t let him live it down ever since. Granted, I was conceived on that trip, which means the boots didn’t throw her off that badly. Maybe I’ll take them after all. Perhaps they’ll be good luck.

“What’s wrong with Corrals?” he asks, tapping the heel of his boot against the floor. “They go with my hat. My Stetson is a total chick magnet.”

I snort and shake my head, grabbing my coffee as I walk back to my room to get ready for the day. Once I’m dressed and caffeinated, Diesel and I head to my truck. The sprawling ranch covers thousands of acres, so we still have to drive a good ten minutes to get to the workshop where we start and end each day.

By the time we arrive, my cousin Fisher is already there. His real name is Anderson, but we’ve called him by his last name since he was in junior high.

We always meet in the office to prioritize what needs to be done or fixed and make a game plan. The fridge is always stocked with drinks, and it’s become a hangout for us between tasks or when it’s hot as hell outside.

My dad manages the ranch’s day-to-day routines and organizes most of the schedules. Uncle John has run the Circle B Ranch Bed & Breakfast since before I was born, but ever since he and my uncle Evan bought a run-down bar in town ten years ago, he’s juggled both. After his oldest daughter, Maize, graduated high school three years ago, she’s been helping out more and learning how to manage the B&B so John doesn’t have to do it all on his own.

“’Bout time,” Fisher smarts off the minute we walk into the shop. He grew up in California but has spent every summer here since he was a teenager. His mom, Courtney, is my dad’s only sister. I was excited when she and my uncle Drew agreed to let Fisher help out on the ranch. He’s an ass, but he works hard, which is helpful.

He gives me a pointed look. “I was about to call and chew your asses out.”

“And I would’ve told you to kiss my white ass, Fisher,” Diesel snaps, walking toward him. “We’re thirty seconds late.”

I chuckle because it’s the same song and dance every morning. Fisher has a brother and sister back in Cali, and the three of them are triplets. When my aunt and uncle had been unsuccessful in getting pregnant, they tried IVF, then found out they were having three babies instead of just one. Fisher pretends he’s years older and in charge, but Diesel relentlessly puts him in his place. We work year-round, and even though Fisher graduated from college last year, he hasn’t found a permanent job yet, so he still helps during the summer. Grandma Bishop has told him he’s hired to work on the ranch year-round, but he hasn’t agreed to it. I think Diesel would lose his shit, though.

“The pig fence needs to be fixed today. After the storm a couple of nights ago, I noticed it got bent to hell and back. Think you two can manage getting it done?”

“Your fancy business degree doesn’t make you my boss,” Diesel reminds him. Opening the fridge, he grabs two bottles of water, then tosses one to me.

“Yeah, we’ll go check it out after we feed the chickens,” I answer before Fisher can respond. “We have to be done by one thirty, though, to get on the road by two.”

“Oh, that’s right. You’re bailing this weekend.” He grunts.

“Fuckin’ right. Bye!” Diesel walks toward the door that leads to the equipment barn with his arm extended, flipping the bird. They haven’t gotten along since Fisher stole his girlfriend Gretchen three years ago. Though they weren’t “official,” Fisher swept her off her feet. They’ve been together ever since, and she even moved to Sacramento to be with him and comes back to visit her family when Fisher works during the summers. It’s been tense, and I’m constantly playing referee.

“Radio if you need anything else,” I tell him before following Diesel out and shutting the door.

“I know he’s your cousin and all, but I hate his city boy I’m better than you attitude,” he says, jumping into the passenger seat of the side-by-side.

Taking the driver’s side, I crank the engine and give him a moment to calm down. “You hate him because he’s with Gretchen. Otherwise, he’s not that bad,” I tell him with a shrug, not wanting to take sides. What Fisher did wasn’t cool, but Diesel wasn’t exactly offering exclusivity either.

“Pfft,” he huffs in response. “He can have that two-timing witch.”

I smirk, knowing he doesn’t mean it. He liked her a lot, and they’d been on and off for six months before Fisher strolled into town. She was hoping for some kind of commitment from Diesel, and he stupidly didn’t offer it to her.

“We’re going to Vegas. You’ll have plenty of opportunities to find a rebound,” I remind him, taking off and driving us toward the chicken coops. Once we’re there, we collect the eggs, throw out feed, and place fresh hay on the ground and in the nesting boxes. Typically, one of my younger cousins would do this grunt work, but with less than a month of school left, they’re all staying up late to study for final exams. I think it’s just an excuse for them to get out of their morning chores. However, my sister, Rowan, who’s three years younger, is coming home next week from the University of Houston, where she’s finishing up her second year of undergrad studies in finance. When she comes home, she’ll be able to help with some ranch chores, but she’ll probably spend most of her time working at the family bar.

“I’ve had rebounds,” he states proudly. “But it always comes back to bite me in the ass. There aren’t enough options in this small town. And well, you keep telling me your sister is off-limits so…” He flashes a shit-eating smirk, purposely pushing my buttons.

“And I’ll tell you again…” I warn, narrowing my eyes at him. Rowan turns twenty soon, and I know she’s not innocent, but she’s my baby sister, and I don’t want Diesel’s lips or hands anywhere near her. He’s got a reputation when it comes to breaking hearts, and I don’t need to kick my best friend’s ass for hurting her because I will.

Once we’re done dealing with the chickens, we drive to the B&B and deliver the eggs. It’s a tradition to sit and eat before heading back out, but with our shortened day, we just grab a quick bite and refill our coffee. Before we make it out the door, my mom enters wearing scrubs, and she smiles at me.

“Hey, honey!”

“Hey, Ma. We’re just heading out so we can get done early today.” I wrap an arm around her, towering over her petite frame. She’s been a nurse for over twenty-five years and commutes to the hospital in San Angelo, where my uncle Evan and his wife, Emily, work as doctors. “You leaving for work soon, or did you just come off the night shift?”

“I’ll be heading in soon. Em and I are carpooling, but I wanted to say goodbye before you two kids left.” She squeezes Diesel’s cheek, which he hates but smiles through the pain. She’s referred to him as her “bonus son” for as long as we’ve been best friends.

“We’ll be back before ya know it, Ma,” I reassure her, so she releases her hold on me.

“You better behave yourselves. I mean it.” She jabs her finger in my shoulder.

“Yeah, Riley,” Diesel goads, stuffing his hands in his front pockets and leaning back on his heels.

“I was mostly referring to you,” Ma says pointedly.

“Me?” He brings a hand to his chest. “I’m an angel,” he protests.

My mother snorts. “Please. I married a cowboy. I know all about you…angels.”

“I’m sure Dad was a complete Southern gentleman when you first met in Florida.” I waggle my brows at her, knowing that’ll make her blush and hopefully get us off the hook from hearing her “behavior” speech.

“Who was a Southern gentleman?” Grandma Bishop walks in, immediately pulling me in for a hug.

“Dad was when he first met Ma,” I respond. “She’s worried about us going to Vegas,” I explain.

“I raised all my boys to be gentlemen, so he better have been!” she responds, then leans in and lowers her voice. “Though your mother showed up a few months later to announce she was expecting you, so perhaps he was too much of a gentleman if you get my drift…”

“Grandma!” I laugh.

“Oh my God.” My mom groans. “Just do as I say and not as I do, okay?”

I grin. “You got it. No making you a grandma just yet.” I flash her a wink, and her eyes go wide.

“I’m too young! And so are you!” She glowers at me, keeping her lips in a firm don’t push me expression. My mom is sweet as candy, but when she means business, you don’t mess with her.

“Promise, Ma. Plus, I’m gonna be rooming with this drunk. There won’t be any inappropriate fornicating happening,” I tell her.

“Don’t use me as an excuse. What he meant to say is he’ll have whiskey di—”

I jab my elbow hard into his ribs before he can finish his sentence. “Dude, my grandma is here.”

“My apologies, Grandma Bishop. I should be more formal.” He flashes a shit-eating grin at me before he continues, “Whiskey penis.”

“And we’re leaving now…” I roughly grab the back of his shirt and push his stupid ass toward the door.

“Bye!” He turns around and waves before I can open the door and shove him out.

“You’re an asshole,” I say as soon as we’re on the porch.

“Your family loves me,” he mocks, stumbling down the stairs.

Rolling my eyes, I follow him to the side-by-side so we can finish our shit and leave on time.

By two, we’re packed and on the road, heading toward the airport. “Vegas bound!” Diesel shouts out the passenger side window, slamming his hand against the door.

“Why do I have a feeling I’m gonna have to watch you like a hawk this weekend?” I shake my head.

“Pfft. As long as neither of us comes back with an STD or a future baby mama, we’ll be fine! Isn’t the whole point of this birthday trip to celebrate and get fucked up?” he counters in a snarky tone, making me want to smack his you-know-I’m-right grin off his face.

“As long as we come back in one piece.” I shrug. “But I’m still not babysitting your ass.”

“Deal!” He holds up his fist and bumps it with mine, but I’m still not convinced.

This might be the trip of a lifetime, or it might change everything—either are possible with two rowdy cowboys going to Vegas for the first time.


Chapter Two


Zoey

The whole week has been a clusterfuck, and I can’t wait until this weekend when I can go to Vegas and enjoy myself. After I graduated from cosmetology school, I rented a chair at a busy salon known for its crazy and outlandish styles such as rainbow-colored highlights and complicated updos. Though I work in Phoenix, our masterpieces look as if they should be in New York City. I have clients as young as five and as old as eighty, and while I enjoy cutting hair and being creative, I long for so much more.

Trina, a woman in her mid-fifties, arrives right on time and sits in my chair. I see her once a month because she’s particular about covering her grays. The woman is beautiful, sassy, and doesn’t take shit from anyone.

“How’s your week going?” I ask once I’ve fastened the cape around her neck. She fills me in on all her family drama and the husband she’s two seconds from divorcing. “Be right back. I’m going to mix your color, and we’ll get started.”

“I should’ve left him years ago,” she says as I brush the dye onto her roots. “Cheating asshole wanted me as nothing but a trophy wife. Now he’s got even more money, and I should take every red cent,” Trina huffs. Listening to people’s adventures is one of the highlights of my day, and considering everything I’m told, I should be paid as their therapist, not a stylist.

“If only I were your age again.” Her eyes meet mine in the mirror, and it causes me to smile.

“What would you do?” I ask, actually intrigued.

“I’d do it all. I would live my life regardless of what everyone else wanted me to do. I’d move away. Be a free spirit. Spontaneous even. Travel more. Hell, I’d even get a dog,” she tells me. “Maybe two.”

The last part has me snickering.

“Dean’s allergies are ridiculous,” she complains with an eye roll. “We have an aquarium. It’s about as far as it goes for pets.”

Once I’m fully done applying her color, I set a timer and tell her to hold tight while I go clean out the bowl and brush.

“Just wait for the right man. Don’t rush into anything,” she warns when I return.

All I can do is smile because the only man interested in me is my dad’s friend’s son, and he’s ten years older than I am. Benjamin and I have gone on a few dates, which I agreed to just to appease my parents, but that’s about it. He’s a hotshot doctor, an up and coming heart surgeon who’s determined to take over the medical field with his smarts, charm, and good looks. He even gave himself the nickname “Life Saver.” My parents are in love with him, and I’m trying to feel something but refuse to force it.

After I’ve rinsed out the color, then blow-dried and styled Trina’s hair, she pays, leaving me a big tip. I adore her, and she enjoys spending her husband’s money, so I have no complaints.

My next appointment isn’t for two hours, so instead of staying in the salon all day, I decide to go out for lunch. Twenty minutes later, I stop at a sandwich shop downtown. Taking a seat outside, I eat, soaking up the Phoenix sun, wishing I could stay in this spot all day. As I’m taking my last bite, my phone dings with a text, and I pick it up and see a message from my sister, Summer.

Summer: Three more days and we’re flying out! I CANNOT WAIT!

Zoey: I know! I’m itching for a vacation.

I love taking road trips and seeing different places. Having schedule flexibility was one of the reasons I decided to do hair in the first place. I didn’t want to be tied to a nine-to-five job and work for someone else. I needed the freedom to come and go as I please, and with my current position, I have that. Typically, every few months, I’ll get in my car and drive somewhere I’ve never been before. This year, though, I’ve been trying to save up for an apartment to move out of my parents’ house, so I haven’t gone anywhere yet.

Summer: 72 HOURS!

I smile at the thought of going to Vegas. Her best friend even scheduled a club crawl tour bus so we can easily barhop. Summer’s been planning her wedding since she was five years old, including her bachelorette party.

Upon checking the time, I see I have a little under an hour until my next client arrives, so I go back to the salon and wait. The rest of the day flies by quickly without any cancellations, which is great, but it also means standing for hours without a break.

Even though I’m exhausted when I get home, I take the time to eat with my parents. My dad isn’t home often for dinner, considering he’s a doctor and usually gets called in even after long workdays, so I try to spend as much time with them as I can, though the conversation rarely goes in a positive direction.

“How’s work going?” Dad asks as he scrolls through his phone. I’ve gotta give him props for even asking, considering I can’t remember the last time he did.

“Great, actually. Pretty busy, but I can’t complain.” I keep my response short and sweet because I know what’s coming next.

He sighs, displeased. “You’re so smart, Zoey. You would make a wonderful physician. People adore you, and you have great people skills, just like Summer does. You two got that from me,” he says with a small smirk. “There’s still time to change your mind and go to school,” he adds before stuffing his mouth. Not a week passes without a reminder from him about how great I would’ve been following in his footsteps.

Summer’s a few years older than I am, and she’s already graduated with a perfect GPA in pre-med and is working to become a doctor just like my father. Then there’s me, who decided not to go to college or keep the family legacy of practicing medicine alive. Now they’re convinced if I marry someone who they approve of—someone who comes from money or has money—then all will be well in the world, and as soon as that thought hits, my mother chimes in.

“So, how’s Benjamin?” She looks at me with bright blue eyes, hoping I’ll say exactly what she wants to hear.

“He’s fine, I guess. Not sure.” I shrug, hoping she’ll drop the topic. “Haven’t chatted with him in a few days,” I admit and feel the disappointment streaming off her when she furrows her brows.

My father speaks up. “He’s a great kid. You should really give him a chance, Zoey. Comes from a good family of doctors and is well mannered. Great at his job, which pays extremely well. He’ll make a name for himself without a doubt. Hell, he’s well on his way now, considering all the experience he’s had in surgery.”

Yes, because that’s all that matters.

“He’s also way older than me,” I remind them just as I have several times before.

“Your father is ten years older than I am.” Mom glowers. “I keep him young. Plus, marrying an older man means he’s more mature and knows what he wants in life. No drama or games.”

I nearly choke on my food and wish this conversation would end, so I change the subject.

“So, the Vegas trip is this weekend. Don’t forget we fly out on Friday.” I hurry and take a bite so I don’t have to talk.

“You really need to be safe while you’re there. Take pepper spray, and don’t talk to strangers. Sometimes you’re too friendly and will chat with anyone,” Mom tells me as if I’m a five-year-old child. She’s always so worried about me, probably because I’m nothing like her.

“I won’t be alone. I’ll have Summer and all her friends. We’re not leaving each other’s side,” I tell her, hoping she’ll finally get off my ass about it.

Dad breathes in heavily. “I don’t know why Summer would plan something so childish. Most women do spa days or vacations in New York. Vegas is just…trashy.” He gives me a pointed look, and his judgy tone can’t be mistaken for anything else. He despises the idea.

“I even offered to pay for you girls to go to Bali for three days, and Summer refused,” Dad grunts. I think it’s the first time Summer has really gone against their wishes, and I’m actually proud as hell of her for doing what she wanted. Our parents tend to have a tight hold on us, especially me, and while I want to move out, I’m not sure how they’ll react when I actually do. Though it’s ridiculous, they’re more focused on marrying me off so I’m “taken care of.” I’m sure that’s the only way they’ll accept me leaving.

After we finish eating, Dad tells us good night, then heads toward the stairs. Since he has to be at the hospital at four in the morning, he goes to bed before the sun completely sets. I load the dirty plates into the dishwasher as Mom puts the extra food in containers. I’m being standoffish and just want to go to bed. I’ve had a long day.

“I know you get annoyed by us sometimes, but we just want the best for you, Zoey,” she tells me as she closes the fridge.

“I know.” I give her a smile, wiping off my hands on a dish towel.

“Will you please give Benjamin a chance? For us?” She’s so hopeful, and I don’t dare tell her no. “You two are perfect together.”

I nod, not wanting to argue, and then give her a hug before going upstairs. All I’ve ever wanted is to make my parents proud, and the least I can do is try.

*     *     *

“Are you ready?” Summer asks from behind me. I’ve put off packing all week, and now I’m rushing since we have to leave in ten minutes to make our flight.

“Almost,” I say, turning and shooting her a cheeky grin. She shakes her head, but a smirk crosses her lips. I’m known for doing things last minute, but this time, I really messed up. I stuff every sort of outfit I could ever need inside my suitcase, then zip it up. At this point, all I can do is hope for the best. Standing, I grab my shit and walk toward her, ecstatic to be spending the weekend with my big sister and her friends before she gets married.

“Mom and Dad have already given me the be-careful speech,” I tell her matter-of-factly. “Along with the don’t do drugs, don’t talk to strangers, and don’t have sex. In other words, don’t have fun.” I snort.

She smirks. “I’ve gotten warned too, but I’m not worried about it. What they don’t know won’t hurt them.”

“It is your last weekend of being a single woman! I’m sure you could find a fling or two. What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas. Amiright?” I joke. Summer’s prim and proper most of the time; the exact cookie-cutter daughter my parents wanted. I’m the spontaneous and eccentric wild child. They don’t know what to do with me most of the time other than try to force me to fit in their box. I’ve failed to follow their wishes, but it’s not because I’m trying to rebel. I’ve almost come to terms with being the black sheep of the family. It’s hard for them to understand me because I’m not like them and I’m not interested in the same stuff they are. I think on a different brain wave. I’m creative instead of analytical. I’d rather go with the flow than plan my entire life, and that’s incomprehensible to them.

Summer chuckles and follows me as I struggle to carry my overloaded suitcase down the stairs. When I walk into the living room, nearly out of breath, my mother puts her book down and gives us both a sweet, practiced smile.

“Make sure to be responsible in Las Vegas. I’ve heard some terrible stories about that place,” she warns, and worry is written all over her face.

“Just remember, Mom, this was all Summer’s idea,” I tease, taking the attention away from me for once. What they don’t know is that she can drink us all under the table. She might seem perfect now, but she was a sorority girl in college, and I heard about the wild frat parties she attended. Just because she had good grades doesn’t mean she didn’t have the normal college experience.

“We better get going.” Summer shifts the conversation with ease. “Love you, Mom. Tell Dad we’ll be fine,” she says, walking toward the front door.

“You two behave,” Mom barks.

“We will,” Summer and I say in unison.

Once we’re outside, Summer pops the trunk to her car and helps me load the heavy ass suitcase. I see her carry-on inside.

“That’s all you brought?” I ask, shocked.

She shrugs. “Don’t plan on remembering anything that happens this weekend, especially not what I’m wearing.”

My eyes go wide as I realize I might be in for more than what I bargained for, but I gladly accept the challenge. We listen to music as she drives us to the airport, excited to have the next few days of freedom. She gushes about her fiancé, Owen, who’s her high school sweetheart. My father molded him into the son-in-law he’s always wanted, one who has a career and can provide for his daughter. Owen went to med school and plans to follow in my father’s footsteps. Luckily, she found the love of her life while she was a teenager. I’m probably doomed to die an old cat lady.

Once we park the car and make it to the entrance, I see her four best friends waiting impatiently. They’re all beautiful and wearing matching bridesmaids’ shirts. Avery hands me one that says maid of honor, and it has the same sparkly rhinestones on it as their bridesmaids’ ones. I slip it over my crop top and give her a hug and a thank you. They’re all Summer’s age and treat me like their kid sister, but I don’t mind. It’s actually fun being around them, and I love how they bring out the wild side in Summer. She deserves this weekend more than anyone else I know.

Once we’ve checked our bags and made it through security, Avery and Chelsea drag us to a little cantina by our gate for pre-flight drinks. I try to pace myself, but it’s useless when they keep ordering rounds of shots. By the time we’re called for boarding, we’re all two sheets to the wind and giggling about God knows what. Summer’s grinning wide as we patiently wait for the attendant to scan our tickets, and I haven’t seen her this happy in a long while.

After she got engaged, she became more serious, saying she needed to start acting like an adult. Essentially, she took etiquette lessons from my mother on how to be a good wife. It kinda makes me sad how manipulative they’ve been.

“Are you ready, sis?” Summer asks after we find our seats and buckle. Looking out the window, I feel my excitement nearly bubble over.

I turn and look at her with a huge smile on my face. “Ready to make memories of a lifetime!”

She squeals and so does the rest of the bridal party. Right then, I vow not to think about my parents, Benjamin, or anything back in Phoenix. This weekend is about experiencing Vegas and living life to the fullest.


Chapter Three


Riley

Time zones confuse the shit out of me, especially when my internal clock is on ranch hand time—up at the ass crack of dawn and in bed before midnight. I left at four, was on a three-hour flight, and landed at five.

After we grab our shit, Diesel and I make our way to the hotel. Instead of renting a car, we use a shuttle to drop us off at Fremont Street. I’m in awe as I look around at the buildings, bright lights, and all the tourists strolling the sidewalks. I can’t fucking wait to go out tonight.

“Aw shit!” Diesel says, beaming. “We’re gonna tear this place up. Ooh wee!” he yells, bringing attention to the two of us, not that we needed any. Considering we’re both wearing cowboy boots and hats in the middle of the busiest street in Vegas, we’re doing just fine without all that.

“Oh my God! A cowboy!” a drunk woman says, stumbling toward Diesel with her tits on display. “Can I take a picture with you?”

“Sure, sweetheart!” Diesel obliges, smiling big.

“Wait, is the accent real?” She looks at him suspiciously, and he eats up the attention.

“As real as your pretty face.” He’s laying it on good, making sure to thicken up his drawl.

“You’re fuckin’ ridiculous. Can we go now?” I ask, holding my carry-on suitcase like someone’s gonna steal it.

“You’re a cowboy, too?” Her eyes go as big as saucers as her friends giggle.

“Ma’am, I’m sorry, but we gotta go.” I finally grab Diesel’s arm and pull him away.

“You’re such a party foul!” He whines all the way to the front counter of the hotel.

“The party can’t start until we drop our shit off in the room. So quit your complainin’,” I tell him before we check in and take the elevator to the top floor. When we enter the room, he opens the curtains, then walks out on the balcony to take in the view.

“Vegas! I’m gonna make you my bitch tonight!” he screams out into the vastness, and I chuckle at his obnoxiousness.

“I’m gonna shower. Try not to get into too much trouble in the next ten minutes, alright?” I open the minibar, find a little bottle of whiskey, and chug it in one big gulp. It burns going down, but I already know I’m gonna need a lot more than that.

“Big D!” I yell as I walk toward him. “You should go to the liquor store and get us some whiskey to pregame. I’ll buy.”

“In that case, I’m gettin’ a bottle the size of Texas,” he says as I hand him some cash.

“We’re gonna need it,” I tell him, walking to the bathroom.

“I’m on it.” Diesel’s out the door without another glance, and I step into the shower.

Chuckling to myself, I think about Diesel being on the Strip by himself and hope he returns in one piece because he’s been raring to go since before the sun rose. Hell, I’m just hoping he makes it back. After I’m dressed, I wait thirty minutes before I call him, frustrated it’s taking him so damn long. After he doesn’t pick up or return my text messages, I decide to try to find him, and Google the closest liquor store. It’s only a few blocks away, so there’s no reason it should take this long.

As I’m walking down Fremont Street, I’m stopped by entertainers handing out fliers. I grab them and continue. Before I have a chance to enter the store, Diesel comes barreling out with two gigantic paper bags and lipstick smeared on his cheek.

“Seriously?” I ask with a smirk, shaking my head. “What’d you do? Bang her in the bathroom?”

Shrugging with a shit-eating grin, he hands me one of the bags.

“I don’t kiss and tell.”

Grimacing, I shiver at the thought. The bathroom is probably gross as hell. However, I wouldn’t put it past him. Diesel glances down and snatches one of the neon fliers from my hand.

“Interesting.” He studies it. “Amateur night at a strip club.”

I give him a pointed look, and before he can even say a word, I dare him to enter the contest.

“No,” he says, shaking his head. “There’s no way in hell.”

“Really? You gonna turn down a dare and finally pay up?” I taunt and burst into laughter when he scowls.

“I’m not dancin’ half naked in front of a bunch of strangers,” he whines. Ironic, considering he banged someone he just met in a restroom.

I shrug. “Alright…” I hold out my palm with a shit-eating smirk. “That’ll be eight hundred bucks then.”

“Piss off.” He rolls his eyes, walking ahead of me.

“Should we resort to the old rules then? Drop your pants and get moonin’.”

“I’ll get arrested,” he throws back. “That’s just stupid.”

“One or the other.” I smirk, knowing I have him by the balls.

Diesel swallows, then narrows his eyes at me. “Fine. Let’s go to this goddamn club, but just know, I’ll get you back when you least expect it. And it will be monu-fuckin’-mental, Bishop. Just wait.”

“Ooooh, fightin’ words. I like it when you’re all riled up. And you know I’m always up for a good challenge,” I admit. Actually, everyone back home knows never to dare a Bishop. The tradition goes back decades.

Once we’re back in our room, we crack open the whiskey and start drinking. I stand on the balcony and continue to pregame as Diesel showers. Eventually, he comes out dressed in his best, and we’re already buzzed when we take an Uber to the strip club. Amateur night is for both men and women, but not surprisingly, the woman’s prize is heftier. But if Diesel pulls it off, he could be five hundred dollars richer tonight, which could buy a lot of beer and lap dances—his words, not mine.

The parking lot is full of cars, and the line is fifty people deep. Our driver drops us off, and I’m grinning like an idiot. It hasn’t left my face since he accepted the dare. I fucking live for making his life hell.

“I fuckin’ hate you.” Diesel groans, leading the way. Eventually, we make it through and meet a big dude guarding the door with a smug look, checking IDs. Diesel gets in free because he’s participating in the activities, but I have to pay thirty bucks. Worth every damn cent to watch him embarrass himself.

“See, that’s one perk,” I tell him with a nudge in the ribs as I pull the money out of my wallet.

He narrows his eyes. “I need tequila for this.”

I grin. “The first few are on me. You deserve it for being such a champ. Plus, you’re gonna need it to shake your ass up there.”

“I’m convinced you just wanna see my huge dick.” He lets out a booming laugh as we walk through the club.

“Nah, I just wanna see what humiliation looks like,” I counter. A long bar splits the room into two separate spaces, and the male and female performers are in different areas. I’ve never seen a strip club this large and have only ever been to one little hole-in-the-wall in San Antonio with a few friends. Vegas is magical.

We push our way to the bar, and two shots quickly turn into four. At some point, I lose count, but Diesel keeps them coming. When I look around at the crowded room, I notice a group of gorgeous women in the corner, obviously here for a bachelorette party. They all have sashes across their bodies, and one’s wearing a bride-to-be crown. Sitting as close to the strippers as possible, they look up at the half naked man with googly eyes, giggling their asses off and throwing money like confetti. I can’t help but notice one of the girls with blond hair and sun-kissed skin wearing the sweetest fucking smile I’ve ever seen. Damn, she’s so beautiful, it nearly takes my breath away.

“Fuck,” Diesel says, pulling my attention away. He stands and wobbles, and I realize we drank too much. We’re doomed. Especially Diesel, considering he still has to put on the performance of his life. After two more shots, all the contestants are called to the far stage. Glancing at him, I nod toward his competition, who are all standing by.

“Imma get you back, Bishop,” he tells me between gritted teeth, and I don’t doubt him one bit. Diesel begrudgingly orders a beer to take with him and stumbles to the large group of participants eagerly waiting for instruction. He hates losing so much that, combined with all the liquid courage, I wouldn’t be surprised if he actually tries to win.

I sit on the barstool, not able to stop grinning as Diesel makes his way behind the curtain. Trying to be somewhat responsible, I order a beer and pace myself while I wait for the show to begin. If he’s stumbling around like a baby giraffe in heels—considering his tolerance is higher than mine—I’ll probably fall flat on my ass if I don’t sit for a while.

The lights flash and brighten, grabbing every person’s attention in the room, and the wannabe strippers make their way to the front. Most of them look like total douchebags, and then there’s Diesel looking like he fell off a horse with his cowboy hat and boots. The emcee, Nicole, introduces herself before explaining how this will work. Once she’s done, Nicole sends out the first guy, and I watch, feeling secondhand embarrassment for the poor dude.

“And next up, we have Diesel! He said they call him that because he’s big in all the right places. So hold on to your horses, this cowboy is ready to rock your world,” Nicole says in a flirtatious tone.

Diesel walks onto a low-lit stage to Ginuwine’s “Pony.” It’s one of the oldest, most cliché songs in the goddamn world, but I’m laughing so hard I nearly choke on my drink. He moves around like he’s been stripping for a decade, and I’m convinced the bastard needs to join Magic Mike. All the women in the club are gathered around, ready to eat him up, and he’s teasing them like he’s the whole buffet. I swear I see their tongues hanging out.

Diesel takes it to the next level and calls up one of the pretty ladies from the bachelorette party to dance with him. Placing his cowboy hat on her head, Diesel slowly removes his clothes, piece by piece. She’s absolutely mesmerized, tracing her fingers across his abs. My mouth falls open, and my eyes widen in shock when he slips down his pants and reveals a man thong.

“Jesus Christ. He’s never living this shit down,” I whisper as he sings the lyrics to the thirsty group who are ready to fuck him in front of everyone. As the song ends, fifty or more women scream out for more of Diesel.

“Well, it looks like someone’s a professional,” Nicole taunts as Diesel picks up his clothes and steps off the stage.

One by one, the other guys come out and do their thing. They don’t compare or have the charisma Diesel exuded. After each performance, those watching aren’t wooed and surprisingly continue to chant his name for an encore. When the last guy finishes, Nicole calls everyone back and has them line up on the stage.

“I don’t think it’s a surprise who’s going to win this contest tonight,” Nicole says as the audience continues to scream Diesel’s name. Ridiculous as it seems, it’s like he somehow put a spell on every person in the room.

“Diesel! Come get your money, honey!” Nicole finally says. “And if you want a job, you’re hired,” she tells him. Diesel takes his prize and grabs the mic to give his version of a corny acceptance speech.

“I just want to thank my best friend, Riley, who’s sitting over there.” The bastard points in my direction, and all heads turn and look at me. Asshole. “He’s always wanted to see my package, so tonight, big boy, this one was for you,” he tells me, then cups himself. I flip him off, and he laughs.

“Don’t worry, y’all. I’m only into the ladies, so call me.” He smirks and walks off the stage, then heads toward me. I turn around and order us both a beer because I’m gonna need it to get through the rest of the night with him.

“I can’t believe you actually won,” I say as he plops down on the stool next to me.

“Maybe I’ll quit the ranch and move to Vegas,” he teases, happily taking the beer to chug it.

“Yeah, and your mama would kill you,” I remind him.

Looking over my shoulder, I catch sight of the beautiful blonde I saw earlier. This time, though, she’s looking right at me, smiling and biting her bottom lip.

I fully turn around and mouth, “Hi.”

She gives me a sexy wave with an eyebrow popped, and she’s looking at me like I’m the sweetest piece of candy she’s ever seen. I swallow down the lump in my throat, wanting to go to her but feel as if I’m standing in concrete. Girls like her don’t exist back home.

Diesel’s running his mouth about something, and I turn to tell him to give me a second because I need to find out every detail about her.

“I’ll be right back,” I interrupt, and he rolls his eyes. When I glance back, she’s gone, and I’m left wondering if I’ll see her again.

*     *     *

The next morning, I wake up with a slight hangover, but nothing a couple of ibuprofen won’t fix. We’re both starving, so we get dressed and go find breakfast. No matter how much I try to shake the thoughts of last night, I can’t seem to get that gorgeous woman out of my mind. It feels as if she were a dream, some figment of my imagination. An electric current was pulling me toward her, and I’ve never felt anything like that before.

We eventually find a buffet, and Diesel fills two plates full of eggs, sausages, mini pancakes, and a tower of bacon. He’s stacked like an NFL football player and eats like one too. As he’s shoveling food into his mouth, chewing like a goddamn animal, his eyes go wide. He chews faster, nearly swallowing a sausage patty whole.

“Babes,” he chokes out, looking past me with dreamy eyes.

“Babies?” I laugh, confused, but then see the group of women walk past our table.

One of them stops and takes a few steps back, staring at Diesel, who’s grinning like a doofus. “Can I help you, ma’am?”

“Are you the guy from last night at the club?” She’s intrigued. “Diesel, right? Oh wait, that’s probably just your stage name, isn’t it?”

He chuckles, and I find myself laughing too because most people only know him by that name. “It’s whatever you want it to be, sweetheart.”

She turns and looks at me for confirmation, and I nod. “Everyone calls him that back home.”

“So, you’re real cowboys, huh? It wasn’t an act?” She glances back and forth between us, looking at our getup. Boots and ten-gallon hats are what we’re most comfortable in.

“I’m a ranch hand in Texas,” he admits. “But I’ll be a cowboy if you want me to be,” he adds with a wink.

I snort and shake my head.

“Hmm…I like you, Diesel,” she says, pointing her finger at him.

“And what’s your name?”

She lifts an eyebrow at him. “Summer.”

“Wow, what a coincidence. That’s my favorite season,” he says in a heavy accent. All I can do is shake my head.

The conversation continues as Diesel lays it on thick, and from behind, I hear a sweet voice calling out. “Summer!”

Turning, I see the beautiful blonde from last night dressed in blue jean shorts and a shirt that shows her midriff. My mouth falls agape, and Summer notices.

“Zoey, come meet my new friends,” she says with a grin.

I stand, fumbling over my words. “It’s you,” I say. “From last night.”

Zoey smiles and tilts her head at me, then glances at Diesel. “Ahh, yes. You’re Riley, right? The best friend who wanted to see his dick?” She snorts, and Diesel lets out a roar of laughter. I’m gonna kill him.

“I’ve seen his dick enough to last me a lifetime. He’s my best friend, and roommate, and not a tad modest,” I admit. “It’s his prized jewel.”

Diesel shrugs, and Zoey snickers. Before we can continue our conversation, the other girls call Summer and Zoey over to where they’re sitting across the room.

“I guess we’ll see you two later then,” Summer says before turning to meet her friends. Zoey follows her, and they go to the buffet together. I can’t stop staring at her.

“You in love or somethin’?” Diesel finally asks, looking at me like I’ve grown a second head.

“Shut the hell up.” I scowl.

He stands and grabs the plate that actually has food left on it.

“Where ya goin’?” I ask, and all he does is look over his shoulder with a mischievous grin. I watch as he sits down at the table with the girls, loving all the attention he instantly receives. He waves me over, leaving an empty seat next to Zoey, making this way too easy.

Grabbing my plate, I sit down next to her, and I’m as nervous as a little boy around his first crush. For fuck’s sake, I’ve never had someone—a stranger—affect me in such a way.

One of the girls speaks up and grabs Diesel’s attention. “I’m Chelsea, by the way. You might not remember me, but you brought me on stage with you last night.” She gives him a seductive smile, and I can tell she wants him, but I’m pretty sure half the girls at the table would fuck him at this point.

“I’d never forget a pretty girl like you. Of course I remember,” he convincingly replies, but I know he was shit-faced and probably doesn’t.

“So why do they call you Diesel?” she asks. “And I want the truth.”

As if she set him up for a joke, he gives his canned response. “Because I’m big and loud like a diesel truck.”

Zoey giggles, and it’s the cutest fucking sound in the world.

“Is he always like this?” she asks, her eyes meeting mine, and I feel as if I’m falling into the abyss.

“For as long as I’ve known him,” I stammer.

“Are you always like this?” She tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear and blushes.

“Like what?” I look at her, confused.

“Adorably Southern,” she states.

“Absolutely,” I say without a doubt. A smile creeps across my lips, and I try to focus on my food, but I feel as if I’ve died and gone straight to heaven.

Maybe this cowboy hat is my good luck charm after all.


Chapter Four


Zoey

I can’t believe the two guys from the strip club last night are eating breakfast with us. Admittedly, I only saw Riley from a distance, but I couldn’t stop watching him. And here he is. Better looking than I could’ve ever imagined.

As he sits next to me, my nerves are in overdrive. Our arms randomly touch, causing jolts of electricity to stream through me. I don’t know what it is about him, but I’m intrigued as hell. Maybe it’s a combination of the cowboy hat and Southern accent, but he’s also drop-dead gorgeous. Add in the deep voice, plump lips, and strong jaw…well damn, I’m a goner. Just by looking at his body, I can tell he works really hard. When he lifts his fork, I see calluses on his palms. I have so many questions, and I’ve never wanted to get to know someone as much as I do him right now.

I don’t notice a ring on his left hand, not that it would matter. Lots of men come to Vegas and cheat, but Riley doesn’t seem like the type. He might be around my age, maybe a tad older, but he acts mature or at least more so than his friend. Most of the guys my age back home are nothing but fuckboys who don’t know their ass from their elbow—not relationship material at all.

Last night, Riley seemed so mysterious drinking alone. In their Wranglers and boots, he and Diesel stuck out, so it was hard not to notice him. If Summer hadn’t been so determined to go to another club, I would’ve made my way over to him. Riley saw me too, and when our eyes met, it was as if time stood completely still. Everyone else focused on Diesel, but not me. There was something about the lonely cowboy, and I needed to know more.

After we finished barhopping last night, all I could think about was the hot guy from the strip club. What are the odds that we’d find each other again in this big ass city? Out of the two of them, I know Diesel’s the troublemaker, and as he entertains my sister and her friends, I take the opportunity to chat with Riley. Being this close to him is making my heart race with nerves. Not to mention, he smells so damn good—a mix of man, leather, and a hint of cologne. I want to bottle him up and then eat him for dessert.

“So how’d you end up at a strip club?” I ask. “The real story.” I meet his baby blues again, intrigued as hell about who this man is. He’s dangerous in all the right ways. My hormones are in overdrive, and I try to snap out of it but can’t. The attraction is too strong, and by how he’s looking at me, I think the feeling is mutual.

“I dared him to sign up for the amateur contest,” he tells me with a smirk, then shrugs.

“Why wouldn’t he just refuse to do it?”

“Because he’s too proud.” Laughter escapes Riley, and it makes me smile. The man’s as genuine as they come, but I have a feeling there’s more to this story than he’s letting on.

“And I thought you were a nice guy. Sounds like you’re evil and played with his pride.”

“Hey! My mama didn’t raise no devil.” He shoots me a wink, and it causes me to blush, which he seems to enjoy.

“That’s too bad because I’m no angel,” I quip, causing him to stiffen and nearly choke on his food. I grin, amused I can affect him just as easily. Flirting with Riley is fun, though I’m not immune to him or his Southern charm.

“So where are you girls from?” Diesel asks.

“We’re from Phoenix,” Summer tells him.

“And where do you live?” I ask.

“Texas. Before you even say it, I know Imma walking, talking cliché.”

This causes me to snort. “Just a little. I think it’s mainly the hat.”

Taking it off, he sets it on the table, revealing disheveled sandy brown hair, and I want to run my fingers through it. Dark facial hair grows along his jaw and chin, and I love how rugged it makes him look. His blue eyes sparkle, and I can’t help but notice how his long eyelashes naturally curl up. Damn, he’s the whole package. I’m at a loss for words as I look at him, admiring some of his best features. All this time, he’s been hiding them under a gigantic cowboy hat. Heat rushes through my body, and I somehow force my attention away because I’m gawking.

My heart pounds rapidly in my chest, and I try to calm down so he doesn’t notice.

“So what’re you ladies up to today? Maybe we’ll see you around?” Diesel randomly throws a wink to my sister’s friends.

“Walking around and shopping, but later, we’re going on a club bus tour,” Chelsea tells him, leaning in close. She’s ready to crawl in his lap.

“Is that right?” Diesel slaps his leg. “Riley and I are going on one too. Which one did y’all book?”

Summer chuckles. “It’s the one from the Sin City tour agency. It leaves at nine in front of the hotel.”

“Yeah, that’s the same one we booked too. What a coincidence!” It’s obvious Diesel’s full of shit, but no one calls him out on it, which I’m okay with because I want to spend more time with Riley.

I lean forward and grin. “Wow, that’s very coincidental.”

“It really is, isn’t it?” Riley smirks.

Avery, Chelsea, Naomi, and Julia are completely smitten by Diesel, and I have to hold back my laughter at how they’re acting. Diesel doesn’t seem to mind, though. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he’s actually enjoying them undressing him with their eyes. Though we all got a good look at what he had to offer last night when he took off his clothes.

“What do you like to do for fun?” Riley asks as I finish my food.

“Anything, really. I go with the flow, and I like being spontaneous. If it’s not a planned adventure, even better. Love hiking and going on road trips too.” After wiping my mouth with my napkin, I push my plate away.

“Spontaneous? I like that.” The gruff in his voice has my entire body melting.

“What about you?” I turn my body toward him, giving him my full attention.

“I like horseback riding and camping, but I work a lot. We make the best with what we’ve got out in the middle of nowhere Texas, so we gotta create our own fun most of the time. Lots of pranks and dares and drinking,” he admits, glancing at Diesel. “And keeping this one out of trouble and away from my little sister has become a part-time job.”

I find myself smiling as he talks. I could listen to him chat about whatever he wants with that sexy Southern bedroom voice. “It actually sounds like fun.”

“It can be, but there are some things that suck about being far away from a big city. The closest Walmart is hours away. Amazon is your best friend if you don’t want to drive, and patience is key. McDonald’s breakfast? Forget about it. Late-night craving for Taco Bell? Better learn how to cook. But I love it and wouldn’t live anywhere else in the world. Texas is home,” he tells me matter-of-factly.

“So no fast food or retail therapy? Wow. That’s how I got through beauty school. It’s hard to imagine not being able to get things instantly. Especially Starbucks.” I try to picture it, but I’ve lived in Phoenix all my life with parents who’d buy me anything at any moment. I never really realize how privileged I was until now, but the simple life also sounds incredible.

Everyone has finished eating when Summer stands, interrupting the conversation. The rest of the girls do too, so I take it as my cue to get up. Riley and I push our chairs away at the same time, and we’re mere inches apart. My breath hitches as I look up into his eyes and swallow hard.

“See ya around, Zoey,” Riley says, taking a step back and putting space between us.

I nod. “Yeah, tonight on the bus.”

A cheesy grin fills his face. “Oh right. It’s a date.”

“Not quite, but sure,” I say, smiling. Summer interrupts our moment by looping her arm in mine and pulling me away.

“See you tonight, Arizona,” Riley calls out a cute nickname, causing me to laugh, then heads in the other direction.

“Bye, ladies!” Diesel yells, and I watch Chelsea turn around and giggle.

We walk out the main doors of the hotel, and Summer smirks at me.

“What?” I finally ask, though I know I’m as transparent as glass.

“What were you and Riley chatting about? I could barely hear a word because of Diesel.”

I roll my eyes. “Nothing much.”

“He’s cute,” she blurts out. “Really cute, and he seemed interested in you.”

A grin touches my lips.

She bumps her hip against mine. “You know he was.”

“Okay, maybe he is, but he might as well be from another planet. He lives in the middle of small-town nowhere Texas.”

As we wait to cross the street, I can hear Chelsea going on about Diesel, and her vulgar vocabulary makes me snort. She’s dirty as fuck.

“Remember what you said, what happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas, right? I saw the way you two looked at each other. You should totally go for it.” Summer gives me a suggestive look, and I laugh, almost shocked my sister is condoning this.

“What did Mom and Dad tell us again? Don’t talk to strangers?” I remind her, chuckling at the ridiculousness of it all, considering we’re not kids.

“Right, but they’re not strangers anymore. We know their names and where they’re from. Also, we had breakfast with them. So, they’re our new friends at this point.” She waggles her brows.

I smirk as we head toward the crowded strip mall. The six of us go through several shops, and for once, I’m glad I brought a huge suitcase because I hit up the sale racks.

Checking the time, I notice it’s just past four. If we’re going to make it to the tour on time, we need to eat before getting ready for tonight. We stop at the Hard Rock Cafe and have a nice dinner along with pregame drinks, then giggle our way back to the hotel. Summer’s friends are the horniest bunch of women I’ve ever been around, and I can’t believe they haven’t corrupted her. Or maybe they have.

After Summer and I take our showers, we both stand in the bathroom fixing our hair while the other girls get ready in their room. She booked a nice room for just us and then got the other girls a suite to share. Summer’s outdone herself with contoured makeup and bright red lips, and she looks absolutely gorgeous. I go for a more natural look with gloss and mascara, but we’re both wearing dresses that hug our curves like a second skin.

Summer smiles as I finish up. “Nervous about seeing him again?”

“Do you think they’re really coming tonight?” I’m not convinced they could get tickets because we booked this excursion months ago. It’s a popular tour, and I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s full.

“Diesel seems like the kind of guy who’d sweet-talk himself onto that bus. He seems pretty resilient, and I don’t think he’d take no for an answer from anyone,” she quips.

“True.” I suck in a deep breath and look at my phone, seeing a text from Benjamin. I groan, and Summer notices as I flip my screen face down so I don’t have to look at it, but then it vibrates again. I remember my mother asking me to give him a chance, so I let out a huff and check it.

“What’s he want?” Summer looks at me in the mirror as she applies another layer of mascara.

I let her read it for herself.

“Another date, huh? How many will this be now?”

“Four, maybe five? Honestly, I’ve lost count.” Because I don’t care.

“He seems like the perfect man. Has a great career, attractive, and comes from a nice family.” She’s basically repeating everything our parents say about him. “You should give him a chance. He could be really good for you, Zoey.”

Wrinkling my nose, I disagree. “I have,” I say with an edge in my tone. How many times does a chance take?

Summer looks at me in the mirror. “Sorry, sis. I’m not trying to tell you what to do. I just want you to have fun for the rest of the weekend and live in the moment during our girls’ trip. Worry about all of that when we get back to Phoenix.”

“Honestly, Benjamin’s the last person I want on my mind at the moment,” I admit.

“Because of the cowboys?” She waggles her brows.

I try to hold back any reaction but fail miserably when a hint of blush hits my cheek. “Cowboy. Singular. Chelsea has already claimed Diesel for herself.”

Summer lets out a loud cackle. “She better be glad I’m getting married, because…”

She doesn’t finish her sentence but instead looks off into the distance as if she’s living out her fantasy with him right now.

“Eww, stop.” I walk out of the bathroom and take a sip from one of the small bottles of vodka as I look out at the Las Vegas lights. I’m in awe as I stare at the busy streets and the sparkling buildings as the sun hangs low on the horizon. Riley comes to mind with his kind smile and witty banter, and I can’t help but wonder if they’re really joining us. I hope so. He’s the distraction I need and want tonight.

Summer grabs two small bottles of rum from the minibar and hands me one. We unscrew the tops, tap them together, and drink.

“Tonight, we’re gonna have so much fun.” She pulls me into a hug.

“I just hope fun doesn’t mean trouble,” I say, only half-joking as she grabs more booze and leads me out of the room to meet the rest of the bridal party waiting downstairs.


Chapter Five


Riley

Seeing Zoey this morning at brunch was a pleasant surprise, and I’m not complaining. Though we’d briefly seen each other last night, actually talking to her today was electric. Our banter was effortless, and she’s definitely not the shy type. Even though we’re only in Vegas for forty-eight hours, I want to see her again.

The moment they mentioned their plans later, I knew the chances of running into her again were slim. Until Diesel blurted out that we’d booked the barhopping bus too. I wasn’t sure if I should smack him for making us sound like stalkers or hug him for his genius idea. While our connection is strictly mutual attraction right now, I actually think she’s quite interesting. Even though we’d spent less than an hour together, I’m already addicted to hearing her laughter.

Once we separated ways, Diesel and I walked down the Strip, found a casino, and gambled for a few hours. After we lost a few hundred dollars of Diesel’s stripper winnings, we found other places to blow our money.

“I should get something for Rowan’s birthday,” I tell him as we arrive at a touristy souvenir shop. “Her birthday’s next month.”

“Yeah?” He pretends not to care, but he’s not fooling me.

“Maybe I should taunt her with some shot glasses,” I say with a snicker. She’s turning twenty and won’t be able to properly use them for another year.

“She’ll throw them at you for getting her a shitty gift.” Diesel deadpans.

“Good point. I’d rather not pick glass outta my face. T-shirt it is.” She’s always had a mild fascination with snow globes, so I look at those and grab one filled with glitter and displaying the famous Welcome to Las Vegas sign. Hopefully, she doesn’t chuck that at me.

Once we’re done shopping, we get more information about the drinking tour from the front desk, and somehow, Diesel sweet-talks the woman to get us added to the list.

“I don’t know how you did that,” I tell him, and all he does is grin.

“I just used my Southern charm. Works every time,” he says, handing me the itinerary listing all the clubs we’re supposed to visit. Guess we’ll be getting shit-faced again tonight.

We go back to the room, drop off our bags, and get ready for the evening before going to eat because we have to be out front by nine. As I change, the thought of seeing Zoey tonight has my nerves in overdrive. I picture what she wore last night at the strip club and how beautiful she looked this morning in her T-shirt and shorts. Her bronze blond hair was in a messy bun, and loose strands fell around her face. Without even trying, she looked incredible.

The navy blue button-up shirt, dark wash jeans, and dress boots is one of the nicest outfits I have. I typically wear it to church, so hopefully no one will give me shit for being a cowboy cliché tonight.

“Look at you, pretty boy,” Diesel taunts the moment I come out of the bathroom.

“Look who’s talkin’, Romeo.” I grunt, scanning my eyes down his similar outfit.

Diesel chuckles, grabbing his wallet and phone off his bed. “I’m the birthday boy. I gotta look fuckable.” He plasters on a wide, cheesy grin that causes me to snort.

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s go,” I say, getting my shit, then walking behind him out the door.

We find the meeting place for the tour bus, which is already booming with loud screaming and music. I’ve never seen anything like it and know tonight is definitely going to be one I’ll never forget.

“I think this is it,” Diesel says. “I call dibs on the bride-to-be.” He waggles his brows before stepping up the stairs.

“Oh my God.” I groan, following him. “Should’ve known this was a bad idea the second you blurted it out.”

He pats my back as soon as we’re on the bus, shoulder to shoulder with partygoers. “You’ll be thanking me, man. Guaranteed.”

“You guys showed up!” Summer shouts with a drink in her hand. She’s wearing an obnoxious crown and sash like last night, but this time, she has a pink boa around her neck.

“Wasn’t about to miss out on the bachelorette party.” I wink at Zoey, then push my way through the crowd and sit down next to her. The seats line the windows to give everyone a view of the pole in the middle. Diesel immediately helps himself to the fully stocked bar in the back.

“You’re aware a bachelorette party means girls only, right?” she teases, crossing her legs.

“Are you saying no boys allowed?”

“Not unless you’re the strippers,” Chelsea answers.

“Now that can be arranged…” Diesel stands and starts unbuttoning his shirt.

“Sit your ass down,” I tell him, pulling on his arm. “We’ve all seen the show, and it’s not that impressive. Never has been.”

Zoey pulls back, giving me a look with her brows raised. “You’ve seen his strip show more than once?”

Diesel chuckles, not denying it.

“We grew up together. Just because the bastard’s finally legal doesn’t mean it’s his first time drinking or stripping. Alcohol makes him loose.”

“We’re also roommates,” Diesel says.

“Ahh…this is all making so much more sense.” Zoey laughs.

“Let me grab you a drink before we get to the club. What’s your poison?” I ask, making my way toward the bar. “No girly shit here, though.”

Zoey rolls her eyes at my accusation. “Good, because I like the hard stuff.”

I arch a brow. Interesting.

“Alright, I’ll get us some shots then. Get this party started for real.” I smirk, then walk up to the bartender and order. After he hands them over, I go back to Zoey and give her one.

“To a night we’ll never forget…” she says in a slow, seductive tone that alerts my dick to how close she is to me.

“Cheers.” We clink glasses, then shoot the booze down.

A night I’ll never forget indeed.

Before we arrive at our first destination, Zoey and I are three shots in. With each one, she became more courageous, moving closer to me, and now, she’s nearly sitting in my lap. Not that I mind, because there’s obvious chemistry between us, one I wish I could explore for more than one night. But I’m taking whatever I can get.

The bus eventually slows in front of the first club of the evening. The perks of this tour include no cover charges or waiting in line, and we get full VIP access. Not too bad, considering the price wasn’t outrageous. Every stop is ninety minutes long, and there’s a set time and location to meet before the bus takes off again. If we’re not there, we’ll be left behind.

As soon as we’re inside, we immediately go to the bar and order drinks.

“Do you dance, cowboy?” Zoey taunts, giving me a sweet, seductive look that’s hard to resist. “Or is two-stepping more your thing?”

I smirk, admiring how damn cute she is. “Why don’t we hit the dance floor, and you can find out for yourself, Arizona?”

She removes her straw and sucks down the rest of her drink. “Show me whatcha got.”

Drake’s “One Dance” blasts through the speakers, and I take her hand, guiding her out. The moment her back touches my chest, my hips move to the beat of the music. Pressing one hand to her stomach and grasping her waist with the other, we sway in sync as she looks over her shoulder.

“You’ve got some moves, who knew?” she teases, but I see the blush creeping up her neck and face.

The corner of my lips tilts into a knowing grin. She hasn’t seen anything yet.

We continue to dance, our bodies rubbing together until Cardi B starts. Zoey pops her ass out, then drops to the floor. Amused, I watch the private show she’s giving me, though it’s not really private, considering the swarm of people around us. But I know this is for me.

She continues moving her sexy little body, and when I find her hip, I pull her chest against mine and bring my lips to her ear. “You like teasing me, Zoey?”

“Maybe.” She bites down on her bottom lip, then pulls it between her teeth. “Would you be interested if I was?”

A low growl escapes my throat. Is she fucking with me?

“Hell yes,” I answer, pulling her closer as our eyes remain locked. We continue dancing until we realize it’s been nearly ninety minutes since we arrived. I lost Diesel the second we walked in, but he’s more than capable of telling time on his own.

Hand in hand, I lead Zoey back to the bus, and when we step on, I see Diesel working the pole, giving the party a show.

“Jesus Christ,” I mutter, laughing and shaking my head at his poor attempt, knowing he loves the attention. “I think they saw enough last night.”

“After you dared me, asshole,” he spits, thrusting his junk toward Chelsea.

I sit, and Zoey snorts, taking a seat on my lap. “I’m picking the shots this time,” she declares once we start moving.

“Be my guest,” I tell her.

“Yeah, we’ll see if you can handle it.” She smiles as if she’s up to something.

Moments later, she returns with two glasses, wearing a shit-eating smirk. “Ready?”

I eye it cautiously, not recognizing the light amber liquid. “What is it?” I ask, taking it from her and smelling it.

“Guess,” Zoey says.

“It smells like you mixed a few liquors together, and you want me to puke my guts out later,” I respond, watching her expression.

She shrugs, not denying it. “If you don’t think you can handle it, then don’t drink it.”

Before I can respond, she shoots hers back, and after blinking a few times at what I imagine is a funky ass taste, she smiles. “Easy peasy.”

“Might put some hair on that chest,” Diesel goads.

“Shut the fuck up.” I laugh, brushing a hand over the facial hair on my chin as I stare at the shot. It’ll probably make me sick as hell, considering everything else I’ve drunk already, but I refuse to be a puss.

After counting to three, I sling it back. The burn has me wincing, and when I look at Zoey with wide eyes, I start coughing.

Zoey nearly dies of laughter and pats me on the back. “Wow, I thought you cowboy types would be able to take your whiskey, bourbon, tequila, vodka shot mixes without any issue.”

“That was fuckin’ disgusting.” I cough again, setting the shot glass down. “There’s no way you had the same thing.”

“You’re right.”

Immediately, I grab her waist and pull her down onto my lap, causing her to release a yelp. “I’m gonna make you pay for that,” I whisper against the shell of her ear. Her body shivers against me, and it’s all the confirmation I need to know she feels what I do. Even though we just met, an electric current undeniably soars between us. I refuse to let this night go to waste and want to take advantage of every second I get with her.

When we enter the second club, we continue to dance and drink. Eventually, she mentions needing to find a bathroom, but I don’t let her go alone.

“I’ll join you.”

Zoey gives me a weird look but doesn’t argue. I’m a damn gentleman, after all. I hold her drink and wait in the hallway. Once she’s done, I take her hand and lead her to the outside patio where we can sit for a minute.

“Is your sister gonna be upset that you’re spending your time with me instead of her?” Even though she sits so close that our knees touch, I want her even closer.

Zoey sips from her straw. “Highly doubtful. The other girls are giving her plenty of attention. Not to mention your friend.”

I smirk, knowing how much of an attention whore Diesel is. “Don’t worry, he’s actually harmless. He wouldn’t touch a soon-to-be married woman.”

“What about you? You have someone waiting for you at home?” she asks coyly, which causes me to grin.

“Nope. I work a lot on the ranch, and when I’m not, I’m helping at my family’s bar. When I first turned twenty-one, I’d go out often, but work and family come first,” I tell her honestly. I haven’t dated since high school, but I don’t mention that. I’ve had hookups, but it never turns into anything more.

“How old are you exactly?” she asks.

“I’ll be twenty-three in July. What about you?”

“Twenty-one.”

“Ah, so you’re just a baby,” I tease.

Zoey snorts. “You’re less than two years older than me.”

“But with life experience, I’m much, much older.” I wink.

A Missy Elliot song starts playing, and everyone, including Zoey, loses their shit. “Oh my God, super old school! We gotta dance to this.” She sets down her now empty drink and pulls me inside before I can protest, not that I would’ve.

Just as Missy tells us to get our freak on, Zoey wraps her arms around my shoulders, pulling our bodies flush. I hold her body to mine, then slide down to her ass, squeezing. People bump and grind all around us, singing obnoxiously loud, but my only focus is on her as I think about how gorgeous she looks in my arms. The look she’s giving me tells me she wants more than just this.

The music fades, and another song roars through the club, and I have to taste her. Cupping her face, I capture her mouth, causing her to gasp as I slip my tongue between her beautiful, soft lips. I slow my pace, allowing her to push me away if she wants, but when she doesn’t, I tilt her chin up and deepen the kiss.

“Mmm…” She moans as she twirls her tongue with mine.

“Fuck, Zoey.” I kiss my way down her neck before finding her soft lips again. “Don’t make those kinds of noises when I can’t rip off your clothes.”

Her eyes are open and on me in a second. Lust fills them, but I can’t tell if my words offended her or if she’s thinking the same thing. By the way her breathing hitches, I’m willing to bet it’s the latter.


Chapter Six


Zoey

By the time we’re dropped off at the third stop, I’m beyond buzzed, though part of me thinks the alcohol isn’t the only thing making me feel high on life. The moment Riley’s lips touched mine, my world tilted, and I never wanted anything more than to get lost in his kiss.

I love how he can’t keep his hands off me, the way my body responds when he’s close, and the harsh feel of his facial hair against my soft skin. I want to scratch my nails down his back as our bodies rock in rhythm on the dance floor. His movements heighten my senses, making me wish we were alone so I could do inappropriate things to him.

There’s a nice rooftop patio at the club, and it’s where we all meet. My sister is happily plastered, and she has that glassy look on her face that tells me she’s not feeling a damn thing. Tomorrow, we’ll undoubtedly all feel like shit, but this is a once-in-a-lifetime trip, so I’m taking full advantage of letting loose while I can.

“You feeling okay, sis?” I ask with another drink in my hand. It doesn’t even taste like alcohol anymore, and I’ve lost count of what number this is.

“Never. Better.” She pronounces her words slowly and carefully, making us giggle.

“To Summer’s last week of freedom!” Chelsea shouts, and we hold up our drinks and cheer.

“You excited to be tied down to one man forever?” Diesel challenges.

“They were high school sweethearts,” I explain. “They’re sickly in love!”

“He’s always been the one,” Chelsea slurs with a cheesy grin.

I adore him and am really happy they’re finally tying the knot after all this time.

“Are you excited for the big day?” Riley asks. “Or nervous?”

“I’m only nervous about something not going right because our mother is a type A neat freak. A perfectionist. It’s kinda annoying, even if she means well, but other than her stressing me out, I’m not at all apprehensive about marrying Owen.”

Diesel claps his hands, grabbing all of our attention, as usual. “I just had the best fucking idea ever for your payback dare.”

Riley groans, and I roll my eyes. “Of course you do.”

“Payback dare?” I inquire as I sip on the last of my drink.

“Yeah, the asshole dared me to do that amateur stripper show last night, and now it’s time for my revenge,” Diesel explains, rubbing his palms together.

“This ought to be good,” Riley provokes, putting both of his arms behind his head.

Diesel flashes a devilish smirk that even makes me concerned. “You—” He points at Riley. “And you—” Then he points at me. “Get hitched in Vegas.”

I start laughing as do the other girls, but Riley just scowls and shakes his head at Diesel. What is it with guys always having to one-up each other?

“That’s not a dare.” Riley scoffs.

“You know what happens if you don’t do it!” Diesel taunts. “Or do I need to remind you like you so nicely reminded me?”

“Uh…” I interrupt. “What exactly happens if you pass on a dare?”

“Don’t ask—” Riley begins, but Diesel cuts him off.

“He—”

“Fuck off.” Riley shoots him down again. “I’m not bringing Zoey into this.”

“Well, let’s ask the future Mrs. Bishop, shall we?” Diesel turns toward me with a shit-eating grin. “Don’t you want to help this hunk of a Southern man, total gentleman, and from what I’ve heard—a great lay—go through with his dare so he doesn’t have to pay a hefty fee? Or plan B—baring his ass to the whole city?”

“Oh my God, he said it…” Riley’s head falls back on a groan, making me laugh at how embarrassed he is.

“So every dare you pass on equals showing your ass?” I ask.

“That was part of the original rules, but as we got older, we decided money was a better punishment. So if you don’t do a dare, it costs fifty dollars for every year we’ve been friends. We’ve been best friends since I was five years old, so we’re up to eight hundred bucks now,” Diesel explains. “And your boy is cheap as fuck when it comes to dishing out cash, so he always does the dare instead of paying up. Neither of us has ever passed.”

I snicker at the way they give each other shit. But then I look at Riley, who looks fucking irresistible. “Okay!”

“Okay, what?” he asks, furrowing his brows in confusion.

“Let’s do the dare!” I jump up. “C’mon!”

Riley whips his head back and forth between Diesel and me. “For real?”

I hold out my hand, arching a brow. “Unless you’d rather pay up or moon us all?”

“Dude, you better marry this one before I do!” Diesel shouts, standing next to me.

Riley pulls me in to his arms and kisses me hard. “Lead the way.”

We make our way down the Strip and find a 24-hour wedding chapel. The guy at the counter, Marcus, explains the package options, and we opt to buy wedding bands there. We don’t go overboard or do anything fancy, so our ceremony is a quick five minutes with standard vows.

“I do,” I say, smiling like a fool.

“I do,” Riley repeats, grinning at me just as wide.

When we exchange rings, I’m shocked we’re doing this. Then Marcus announces we’re married, and Riley kisses his bride. Me. He wraps his hand around my neck and pushes our mouths together for a white-hot kiss. By the time we break apart, I’m seeing stars.

My sister and her friends cheer loudly as we walk down the short aisle hand in hand. Diesel’s smiling like an idiot.

After we sign the marriage certificate, Riley scoops me up and kisses me.

As soon as our Uber arrives, Riley sets me down and opens the door for me. After we’re inside, Riley shouts out the window. “Diesel, find somewhere else to sleep tonight!”

“Don’t worry, I’ve been invited to the bachelorette suite!” he calls out with his arm around Chelsea. I nearly die of laughter because I can totally see the two of them hooking up.

The booze from the past several hours continues to rush in my veins as Riley leads me into his hotel room. We don’t even bother with small talk. The moment the door slams shut, Riley pushes me against it and claims my mouth.

“Fuck, Zoey. I’ve wanted to do this all goddamn night long,” Riley hisses against my ear as his hands make their way down my body and cup my ass. He grinds himself into me, and I feel how hard he is when he pulls me up. My legs wrap around his waist as he carries me to the bed.

“Tell me all the things you’ve wanted to do to me…” I prompt as he towers over me.

He growls. Fucking growls against my neck. I love the way his beard scratches my chin, and I wonder how it’d feel against my thighs.

“I want to taste every inch of you.” His mouth moves down my throat. “Feel you tighten around my cock.” His palm finds my breast, and he squeezes. “Hear you scream my name.” His other hand slides up my leg. “Fuck you so hard you’ll be feeling me all the way back to Phoenix.”

“Yes. God yes. I want all of that.” My head falls back.

“You realize you married me tonight?” He shakes his head with a sly grin. “You’re officially Zoey Bishop.”

“That has a nice ring to it,” I say. “I quite like it.”

“Good.” He pulls off my dress. “Because I’m about to mark you as mine. My wife.”

Hearing him say it aloud sends a shiver down my body. I know I’ve drunk my weight in alcohol tonight, but I can’t find it in me to regret anything. At least not yet.

“Take off your clothes, hubby. I’m about to burst if you don’t fuck me,” I beg, pulling at his shirt because I need to see all of him.

Riley undoes a few buttons and then reaches behind his neck and swiftly removes it. My eyes widen at the glorious sight of him. Holy mother of God.

They make them real good down in Texas. Riley has abs like the models on the covers of romance novels. He’s tan with hard chiseled muscle. He’s definitely worked hard for what he has; every inch of him is solid. I’m drooling by the time he unbuckles his belt and starts removing his jeans because the muscular V has my entire body covered in goose bumps.

In only his boxers, he leans down again with his hands on either side of my head. “You look like you’re about to eat me for dessert,” he taunts, the corner of his lips tilting up. I was gawking and won’t even deny it.

“You don’t even look real,” I tell him, pressing my palms against his chest, then sliding them down his stomach.

“I was about to say the same thing, baby. You’re fuckin’ beautiful, Zoey.” He kisses me softly, and as soon as he pulls back, I already miss the weight of him.

Standing, he retrieves a condom from his wallet, then tells me to lie in the middle of the bed naked. Removing my bra and panties, I do as he says. Riley crawls between my legs, spreading my thighs apart, and inches closer to me.

Without wasting a second, Riley slides his tongue up my slit before he sucks my clit. A million beats of pleasure shoot through me, and the perfectly calculated pressure causes me to fist the sheets. My back flies off the mattress as he continues his delicious assault. Then he slides a finger inside, and my eyes roll back as a moan escapes me.

Riley twists his wrist and inserts a second finger, thrusting in and out as he flicks my clit with his thumb. It’s the best pleasure I’ve ever experienced, and just when I’m about to beg him to let me come, it shakes through me like an earthquake. He knows exactly what to do as I ride it out, and when my legs fall to the side, all that can be heard is my panting.

“Holy shit,” I gasp. “They teach you that down in the south, too?”

Riley chuckles, opens the condom, and takes off his boxers. My gaze slowly strolls down his body to the very thick and hard cock he’s stroking. I watch as he slides it over his length, then climbs on the bed, hovering above me. Our eyes stay locked as he grips my hips and pulls me closer. Swallowing hard, I bite down on my lip as he gently enters. My back arches at the fullness, and I swear the room grows ten degrees hotter when he sinks deeper. Wrapping his hand around to grab my ass, he slowly slides out. When I hike my leg up his waist, he pumps in long and hard.

“Christ, Zoey,” he mutters with uneven breaths. “You feel better than I imagined you would. Fuck.”

I lift my hips to meet his thrusts, and it’s not long until we’re both begging for relief. Riley cups my breast, then pinches my nipple, and I’m halfway to heaven when he moves his hand down and rubs my clit. “You like that, sweetheart? Because I’m only getting started with you.”

“Yes…” I hum. “Oh God.” My eyes flutter closed, and I’m moaning out his name as my body tightens. He leans over to capture my mouth with his, then slams into me over and over until I’m falling over the ledge once again.

Before I can catch my breath, he’s losing himself too.

It’s not long after we’re sweating and panting that he flips me over and fucks me from behind, giving me the best sex of my life. Hell, the best night of my life.

*     *     *

I wake up next to a hard body pressed against me. I inch closer, not wanting to lose the warmth. Humming to myself, I smile at how content I feel. “Good morning,” I say, nuzzling my face against skin.

“Uh, mornin’.”

My eyes pop open at the deep and low voice as my smile falls.

There’s a man in my bed! I glance around and realize I’m not in my room and then look at the person next to me. “Oh my God.” Then I notice we’re both naked. “Oh shit.”

After I apologize for my reaction, he chuckles. I immediately pull away, grabbing the sheet with me. My mind is fuzzy as hell, and all I want to do is get out of here with the sliver of dignity I have left.

“Uh, Zoey…” I hear him as I sit on the edge of the bed, feeling like a hot ass mess. I probably look like one too.

The moment he mentions a ring, I hold out my left hand and gasp at the gold band on my left finger. “Oh God, I remember now.”

The night comes back to me in flashes, and heat rushes through my body.

“Was it really legal?” he asks.

“We signed a marriage license and said vows, so yeah, I’m pretty sure we’re legally married now,” I respond, chewing on my lip. My parents are going to kill me. This is not good.

Riley’s friend—aka the dare master—barges through the door, telling Riley they have to leave. My mind races a million miles an hour at the thought of having to figure this out because he lives in Texas. Somehow, we’re going to have to fix this.

But then I remember the way it felt when he touched me. Kissed me. Held me and cherished me.

We only had one night, but I’d take that over a hundred crappy dates. Riley made me feel things I’d never felt before. Maybe it was the alcohol and the excitement of being in Vegas, but what if it wasn’t? What if there could actually be something real between us?

Hell, now we’ll never know.

After I get dressed in the bathroom and come back into the room, Riley’s in front of me apologizing because his flight leaves in an hour and they’re expected at work tomorrow. My sister is probably wondering where the hell I am too, though I know she wouldn’t get on that plane to Phoenix without me. As much as I want us to have more time, I know it’s not possible.

When he tells me to come to Texas with him and I explain why I can’t, the thought saddens me. Part of me wishes I could while the other wonders how crazy we must be to even consider it after only twenty-four hours together.

Diesel is on Riley’s ass, rushing him out the door. We have a few seconds to talk before he texts me his address and kisses my cheek.

“For what it’s worth, I had a really fun night, wife.”

The way he says wife sends a hot shiver down my spine.

“Safe flight, hubby,” I retort.

Diesel has the door open and shouts for him again, irritation written all over his face.

“Goodbye,” I say as he walks away.

He gives me one final look before he’s gone for good, and I’m not sure I truly understand the mild heartache that rushes over me.


Chapter Seven


Riley

Four Weeks Later

Texas in the middle of June is hot as fuck. I rip off my shirt and chug half my water before putting my gloves back on and stacking more hay on the trailer. The main barn needs to be restocked, and that bitch work was assigned to Diesel and me today.

“Cheer up, buttercup! I know what’ll make ya smile.” He holds up a finger, and I roll my eyes.

Ignoring him, I keep working and tossing bales. Then his phone starts playing music.

“Meghan Trainor always makes me happy.” Diesel flashes a shit-eating grin as “All About That Bass” blasts from his iPhone.

“Jesus Christ,” I mutter and grunt, shaking my head at him when he starts moving his ass to that ancient song. Ever since I was served annulment papers two weeks ago, he’s been more obnoxious than usual, which is saying a lot.

“Oh, come on,” he huffs. “Not even a little grin?” Diesel pops a brow, and I shrug.

“Can you get back to work now? I’m not getting paid to do your half.” I throw a bale with more force than necessary.

I haven’t been able to get Zoey out of my head since we left Vegas, and it’s been no secret. I fucking hated that I left in a rush but was hopeful I’d hear from her after Summer’s wedding. I knew she’d be busy with all the festivities, but then I received the surprise of a lifetime when the sheriff showed up at my house. With a frown on his face, it was obvious he knew what he was delivering. I had to beg him not to tell my mama because news travels fast in this small town. I could’ve messaged Zoey—hell, I was tempted after drinking too much that night—but I didn’t. She made her decision, and I couldn’t blame her. We barely knew each other, lived two completely different lives, and there was no reason to delay the inevitable.

I signed the papers and sent them back the next day.

“I have a whole playlist for you.” Diesel keeps talking. “Fifth Harmony is next. Damn, those ladies can shake it.”

“Am I supposed to know who any of these people are?”

Diesel gasps. Literally gasps.

Now that causes me to smile. Such a damn drama queen.

“You’ve been hanging around my little cousins too much. Or my sister.” I turn and glare at him. His eyes widen as if he’s just been caught. “Which one is it?” I pop a brow.

“Uh, which one gets me in less trouble?”

“Asshole,” I mutter before turning back to the hay.

When we’re done for the afternoon, we take the side-by-side to the B&B for a break. As we walk up the porch, I’m ready to punch Diesel because he never stops talking. I know he thinks it’ll distract me, but it only pisses me off more. I shove him before walking through the front door. While my uncle John is probably at the family bar in town, there’s usually a Bishop in here somewhere, so I try to be on my best behavior once inside.

Diesel groans when we spot Fisher in the kitchen. “’Sup?” he asks, making himself a plate of muffins and cookies. “Hay all done?”

“Would we be in here if it wasn’t?” Diesel says before I can respond. “Maybe you should’ve helped us for once, or are you too afraid of getting your city boy clothes dirty?”

“Actually, I’ve been on the phone all morning calling in orders and making sure the ranch has everything it needs for the rest of the summer, but if you think you’re more qualified to take care of finances and inventory, be my guest,” Fisher answers smoothly. “I’m sure I could handle moving around some hay. I’d even do it without whining too.”

“Motherfucker,” Diesel growls between clenched teeth. He’s one step away from knocking Fisher out, so I grab his arm and pull him back.

“As entertaining as it’d be to watch you two punch each other’s teeth out, there are guests in the living room who probably don’t want blood splattered on them.” I walk Diesel out of the kitchen. Before I can scold him, my mom walks in with my cousins Mackenzie and Elizabeth.

“Oh, there you boys are,” Mama says, greeting me with a kiss on the cheek. “Diesel,” she says firmly, giving him a light smack on the cheek. “Kenzie and El need some help hauling dirt to the gardens.”

“Why can’t Aunt Mila do it?” I ask since she’s the one who tends to them usually.

“She’s at the school today. A teacher called in sick,” she explains. After Mila moved here to be with Uncle John, she opened a daycare center, but once their kids got older, she hired a manager so she could be home more.

“Sure, that’s fine. Diesel would love to help. He needs some fresh air anyway.” I smack him on the back and squeeze his shoulder, daring him to argue.

He shoots me daggers for putting him under the bus, but that’s what he gets for not being able to keep his mouth shut around Fisher. My cousin means well, but nothing will mend their friendship at this point, so I don’t even bother trying.

Diesel plasters on the fakest smile, then tells my mom he’d be more than happy to help. He’s a suck-up, considering I already know he has a thing for my little sister, and if either of my parents found out, they’d never let her near him again.

“Such a gentleman,” my mother praises. “The girls are ready when you are. I’ve gotta get back to the house to start dinner for your father,” she tells me. “You boys are always welcome to come.”

Before I can respond, I notice Diesel looking up the staircase as his eyes widen. “Hooooooly. Shit.”

“Language!” my mom scolds in a hushed whisper, but when I follow where he’s looking, I have the same reaction.

What the fuck?

Everyone stares up at Zoey, who’s walking toward me, looking more gorgeous than ever. Her hair is a tad blonder, and she’s a bit tanner, but otherwise, she looks just like she did the minute I left.

“What are you doing here?” I ask when she’s in front of me, using a rougher tone than I intended. “I mailed the papers back two weeks ago,” I tell her, taking off my baseball cap to brush a hand through my hair before replacing it. It’s one of my nervous tells, though she wouldn’t know that.

“Oh, I know. My lawyer told me,” she explains softly as she folds her hands in front of her. She looks anxious as hell.

“Papers? Lawyer? What is she talkin’ about, Riley?” my mother demands. Fisher is now standing next to Diesel, witnessing this shitshow.

I swallow hard, not wanting to lie to my mom. Regardless, now that Zoey’s here, everyone is going to find out anyway. Might as well be the one to tell her and introduce them.

“Zoey, this is my mom, River. Mama, this is Zoey. My wife.”

“What?” she asks in shock.

Fisher is doubled over, laughing his ass off. Kenzie and El are standing wide-eyed, and Diesel is grinning like a fool while my mother looks at me in horror.

“Well, not for long. She asked for an annulment,” I explain.

“When? How?”

“Vegas,” Diesel answers for me, and I glare at him.

With narrowed eyes, she slowly shakes her head. “You’re just like your father. I don’t even know if I can be mad at you or not.”

“Ma, please. Give us a moment, okay?” I beg.

I take Zoey’s hand and lead her out of the B&B, making sure no one follows us as I walk her around to the side of the building.

“Sorry about that. My family is…well, they’re all fucking crazy. As you can tell.” I’m nervous about her being here and rambling, but I can’t take my eyes off her. Fuck, she’s so beautiful when she looks at me and smiles.

“No, it’s okay. I didn’t know what to expect, honestly. I spent over twelve hours driving here and rehearsed what would happen when I saw you for the first time, and it wasn’t supposed to happen like that.” She chews on her bottom lip. In Vegas, I learned it was one of her nervous habits.

“You drove here? Over twelve hours alone?” I ask, surprised.

Zoey nods. “I wanted to clear my head.”

“Okay, so…what are you doing here then?”

She inhales a deep breath, then looks at me. “I didn’t sign the papers.”

My brows raise in shock. “I’m going to need more explanation here…” I pinch the back of my neck, reminding myself to breathe. “You sent me the papers and then didn’t sign them?”

Zoey fidgets with her shirt, but all I can think about is how I want to kiss those soft lips again.

“I-I thought an annulment was the only option since we don’t even live in the same state, but then I started wondering…what if there really was a connection between us? What if we actually gave this a chance instead of calling it quits right away? I couldn’t sign those papers without knowing for certain, so I figured I’d come here and stay for a couple of weeks to see if there was something more between us than just one drunken night in Vegas. If so, I’d have to go back home to tell my parents everything first and pack my things, but then after that, I could live here with you. That is, if you wanted to. I mean, you could’ve met someone since then, so—”

Closing the gap between us, I cup her face, interrupting her words by pressing my mouth to hers. Considering she hasn’t signed those papers and wants to see if there’s something between us confirms she felt something too. I slide my tongue between her lips, and when she relaxes against me, I deepen the kiss.

Eventually, I pull away, and as we catch our breaths, I rest my forehead against hers. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have mauled you like that.”

She chuckles and bites down on her lip again. “It’s a much better reaction than I was anticipating, so I’m not mad about it.”

That makes me smile. “Please tell me I’m not crazy for feeling this way after only spending twenty-four hours with you.”

Zoey swallows, then looks up at me. “If you are, then I am too.”

“You have no idea how happy I am that you’re here.” My hand slides around her back, holding her closer.

“I was scared you’d tell me to go the fuck away and push me out on my ass,” she admits. “Which I would’ve deserved.”

“Thought about it for a split second, then decided I’d rather kiss you again.” I smirk, bringing our mouths back together.

“I’m sorry I didn’t call—” she murmurs against my lips.

“Riley Alexander Bishop!” My mother’s voice echoes as I hear her stomping down the porch stairs. Shit.

She finds us on the side of the B&B and folds her arms over her chest.

“You have some more ’splaining to do.” Ma looks at Zoey and smiles. “I’m sure you’re a very lovely girl, but can someone enlighten me on how you two ended up married after one night?”

When I see Diesel walking behind her, I point at him. “Why don’t you go ask your precious bonus child? The one who dared me.” I say the words loud enough for him to hear.

“Excuse me? You got married on a dare?” She turns and looks at Diesel, then yells at him, “I told you boys to behave!”

Chuckling, I wrap my arm around Zoey. When my mom faces me again, her expression changes.

“Did you get her pregnant?” she asks firmly.

“Ma! No!” I turn toward Zoey, who looks frightened as hell. “Wait, are you?” My heart stops. We had sex a month ago. That’d be enough time for her to know she’s pregnant, right? My parents had me ten months after they met. No wonder my mother’s giving me that damn look.

Zoey glances back and forth between us with wide eyes. “What, no! I’m not. That’s not why I’m here. I mean, if I was, I’d tell you. But as far as I know, I’m not.” Her rambling is adorable, but considering the situation, I don’t tell her that. Ma looks like she’s about to murder me.

“Your father is going to…hell, your grandmother! You just wait.” Mom sighs. “Your father will probably give you a high five.” She groans and rolls her eyes because we both know it’s true. Dad fell in love with Mom the moment he saw her.

I chuckle and shrug. “Mom, I’m almost twenty-three. Grandma is gonna ask us when we’re having babies.” I look at Zoey. “She has five kids and twelve grandchildren, yet she’s been asking for great-grandchildren since I turned eighteen.”

Mom pinches the bridge of her nose, knowing I’m right, and she can’t argue it. Grandma might give me shit for not having a proper Southern wedding, but now that I’m married and more Bishop babies are a real possibility, I’ll be in the clear for eloping.

“If I were you, Zoey, I’d double up on birth control because these Bishop men knock up their women just by looking at them.” And with that, my mother walks away, making me cringe at the thought.

“Nope, she’s wrong. Don’t need birth control now because that was definitely a boner killer.”

Zoey laughs, a blush creeping up her neck and cheeks.

“Well, since you’re staying here for a bit, you want a small tour of the ranch?” I ask, taking her hand. “We’ll probably find my dad out in one of the pastures.”

“Sure, I’d love that. I got in late last night and have only had time to unpack and shower so far,” she replies as I lead her to the side-by-side.

“You ever ride in one of these before?” I ask, helping her up and buckling her in.

“Nope. Should I be scared?”

I grip her chin. “Depends.” Then I flash her a wink and walk to the driver’s side. Seeing and kissing her again have instantly changed my mood. I can’t blame her for being scared at first and understand why she thought an annulment was our only option, but now that she’s here, I’m not taking this second chance for granted.


Chapter Eight


Zoey

I’ve been shaking with nerves since the moment I decided to drive to Texas. What if Riley didn’t want me here? What if it was nothing more than a fling, considering how quickly he signed and sent those papers back? What if I walked away from a man who would’ve truly loved me?

It took me two weeks to finally say to hell with it and pack up my car. My parents know I love being adventurous, I always have. I’m not like my sister, who thrives on stability. I like the unknown, and although that almost made me not come, I was so glad I did the minute Riley kissed me.

I hang on for dear life as he drives us around, showing me the barns, the horse stables, their training facility, and where he mainly works. I looked up the ranch before I arrived, so I know it’s huge, but it already looks like a place I could happily wake up to every day.

Riley radios his dad to find out his location and then tells him to stay put. My nervousness increases because the last thing I want to do is piss off both his parents. I know his mom’s in shock, and it’ll probably take some time for her to warm up to the idea, but having one parent on our side would be nice.

“Good thing you knew to wear boots today,” he tells me with a grin. “It’s a little muddy out here.” He parks the vehicle and takes my hand. Though it’s a simple gesture, butterflies flutter in my stomach.

“I hope your dad likes me,” I say weakly.

“Well, it can’t go any worse than it did with my mom.” He chuckles, and I smack his arm with my free hand.

“That’s not reassuring!” I scold but laugh at his goofy grin.

“Hey, Dad!” Riley calls, grabbing his attention. The poor guy is standing in mud up to his knees working on a fence. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”

As soon as his dad turns around and smiles at us, I blink and do a double take. Lord, the two look almost identical. His father’s hair isn’t as dark, but their facial features are the same. If that’s what Riley will look like in twenty years, then I better take his mom’s advice to heart. I’m surprised she only had two children.

“Hey, kiddo. What’s up?” He steps out of the mud, walking toward us.

“This is Zoey,” Riley says, gesturing to me. “Zoey, this is my dad, Alex. But he prefers to be called Old Man.”

I snort at his taunting tone, then shake Mr. Bishop’s hand. “I’ll stick with Alex, don’t worry.”

“Smart girl.” The corner of his lips tilts up, then he glances at Riley. “So by the hand-holding, I take it you’re one of Riley’s many girlfriends?”

My eyes widen as Riley squeezes my hand in reassurance. “You’re an asshole.”

I look back and forth between them and can tell Mr. Bishop is giving him a hard time on purpose. “If your mother was here, she’d be yelling at you for that language, son.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Riley groans. “Now that you’ve almost scared her off…” He turns and gestures toward me with a grin. “Dad, this is my wife.”

I hold my breath, waiting for his reaction. It’s easy to see they’re close, but regardless, this is a pretty big bomb to drop.

Mr. Bishop coughs to cover up his shock, causing Riley to smack him hard on the back. “Breathe, Old Man.”

“No, I think you’re trying to kill me,” he says, swallowing hard. “Because I heard you say wife, and there’s no way my only son would get married without telling me first.”

Riley grunts, rolling his eyes. “Now you’re being more dramatic than Mom.”

“Oh God, your mother knows? Does she still have a pulse?” he asks seriously. “Better yet, how are you still standing after she whipped your ass?”

I can’t help it; I start cracking up. This family is so fun, much different from mine, who constantly have a stick up their asses.

“Sorry, I’m not laughing at you. Well, I am. Sorta. It’s just you two are hilarious together,” I explain, clearing my throat in embarrassment.

“Tell that to my mother because she blames us for giving her gray hair,” Riley says. Alex welcomes me to the family, and we chat about how we met and the dare that had us eloping in a Vegas chapel before he has to get back to work.

After we leave his dad, Riley continues driving us around, and I can’t help but be amazed by the land.

“It’s so open, and the view is breathtaking. No wonder you love it here,” I say, unable to take my eyes off the rolling hills and cloudless blue sky.

“Born and raised, can’t imagine being anywhere else,” he says honestly. “When we need stuff, we drive to San Angelo. That’s where my mom works.”

“How far away is that?” I ask.

“About forty-five minutes, give or take.”

My eyes widen. “Even for groceries?”

“There’s a small grocery store in town along with a bank, a bar, and a library. There’s a health clinic too, but my mom got hired as a nurse at the San Angelo hospital after she had me since my uncle Evan and aunt Emily worked there as doctors. She’s in town several times a week, so if any of us need anything, she can usually grab it.”

“So not all of you work on the ranch?” I ask.

“Evan used to when he had time, but since he and my uncle John bought the bar, he’s there on his days off to make sure his investment is running properly.”

“Wow…your family sure knows how to stay busy. It’s like no one slows down.”

He shrugs, not disagreeing. “It’s all we know. When you’re born on a ranch, and you’re used to getting up before the sun and working through dusk, you develop a strong work ethic. I could’ve left after high school and gone to college as most of my cousins did or plan to, but everything I needed to learn about business and management is here on the ranch.”

“I didn’t go to college either,” I admit, and he looks at me with a smile, encouraging me to continue. “I was always passionate about hair and nails, but my mother made it very clear what she thought about that. She said I wasn’t using the extent of my intelligence, was wasting my life away, and would always need a man to support me because I wasn’t choosing a high-paying career. Blah, blah, blah. But I went for it anyway and did a year of cosmetology school. It might not bring in a million bucks, but every day I worked, I felt like a hero. Someone would come in, not knowing what they wanted, and I’d instantly envision a new look for them. They’d hug me with tears in their eyes because they felt truly beautiful for the first time in their lives. After that happened more and more, I knew I had picked the right direction for me.”

“I’m really glad you did,” he responds. “There’s nothing worse than feeling pushed into a job you’re not passionate about. Ranching is hard work, but I love it. Most people think I’m crazy for enjoying it so much, but fuck ’em.”

I laugh with him, then blush when he brings my hand to his mouth and kisses my knuckles. “Working in a career you hate isn’t worth your happiness, remember that.” He flashes me a wink, and I nod, grinning like a fool.

“Speaking of my family…” Riley begins. “We’re throwing my little sister, Rowan, a surprise birthday party tomorrow. I’d love to bring you with me. I have a big family, so single introductions could take us a few days, or rather weeks.”

I smile nervously, but nod in agreement. “Meeting everyone is a big deal. I’ll either be known as the wife who made Riley Bishop the happiest man alive or the one who broke his heart.”

He turns and studies my face as if he’s wondering the same thing.

“I’d much prefer the former, but we’ll cross the bridge of the latter if we need to, but hopefully that won’t happen.”

We both know I’m only here temporarily. If things work out between us, I’ll still have to go home and confess everything to my parents before I pack up my life and move. It’d be a huge step, but I’m willing to risk it all to see if he’s the one.

Riley drives us back to the B&B and comes to my side to help me out. He’s a gentleman down to his core, which isn’t something I’m used to. The few men I’ve dated were always so damn self-absorbed and arrogant, but Riley is a different breed.

“So since this is officially your first full night here, what do you say we go out? There’s this ridiculous country bar outside of town called the Honky Tonk, and you can’t really visit the ranch without experiencing it,” he tells me as if he has to sell it to me, but the truth is, I’d go anywhere with him.

“The Honky Tonk? That’s the actual name?” I ask, chuckling. “I can only imagine what the inside looks like.”

“Well, come with me tonight, sweetheart, and you’ll find out.”

“I’m in.”

“Good. Now, normally I’d walk you to your room and kiss you goodbye until I can pick you up later, but I’m certain half my family is in there waiting to hound us, so it might be best for you to sneak in through the back.”

“Ah, good idea.” I snicker.

He interlocks his fingers with mine and leads me to the steps of the back porch. “I’ll pick you up at eight.”

Then he cups my cheek and molds our lips together. My eyes close, inhaling his scent, and being this close to him causes my body to buzz.

He pulls away, and I frown. Riley notices and chuckles at my sad face. “I’ll be back. Eight o’clock.” He winks, then takes off.

When I walk in, I chuckle because Riley was right. A crowd is in the living room, and somehow, I’m able to sneak upstairs without any of them seeing me. Since I have a few hours before he picks me up, I decide to take a long, hot shower.

At five until eight, there’s a knock on my door, and heat coils low in my stomach at the anticipation of seeing him again. As soon as I open the door, my breath hitches at the sight of him. Dark jeans, boots, a plaid button-up, and he’s wearing a black cowboy hat.

My eyes linger a little too long because a moment later, he clears his throat, making my gaze shoot back to his.

“I brought you something,” he says, holding up a pair of women’s cowboy boots.

“For me?” I ask, moving to the side so he can come in.

“Well, my sister said you could borrow them. If you like them, we’ll go in to town and buy you a pair.” He sets them down, then turns to face me. His eyes wander down my body before he closes the gap between us. “Or perhaps we should just skip tonight altogether because I only have so much willpower…”

The way he eye fucks me causes my cheeks to heat again. Riley circles his arms around my waist and pulls us flush together. “You look really beautiful, Zoey. I missed you.”

Wrapping my arms around his neck, I tilt my head. “It’s only been a few hours,” I remind him with a cheeky smile.

“The past month,” he confirms, and when his eyes darken, it sends a shiver through me. “I tried to get you out of my head, telling myself I was crazy because we had only known each other less than two days. But my stupid heart wouldn’t listen, and anytime Diesel made me listen to his dumb chick playlist, it only made it worse because it’d remind me of dancing with you.”

I bite down on my lower lip, his confession taking me off guard. His words come out so smoothly and effortlessly, and I don’t know how to respond. “Diesel has a playlist with chick music?”

Riley growls, then slides a hand down to my ass and squeezes me through the denim. “That’s the part you’re focusing on, huh?”

I chuckle at how easy it is to get him worked up. “I thought about you too. A lot.”

“I know I’ve already said it, but I’m really glad you’re here and are giving us a real shot. I promise to take advantage of every day we have together.”

“I imagine you will.” This time, I pull his mouth to mine and kiss him, letting all my unspoken words tell him just how badly I missed him.

Riley’s touch and kisses are what strawberry Starbursts are made of—so damn addicting—and you know if you don’t stop, you’ll end up devouring the entire bag of candy.

“Fuck, Zoey…” We’re both panting as he rests his forehead against mine. “We better go before I rip off those things you call shorts.”

Chuckling, I nod in agreement. I dramatically push him away and grab the boots, trying them on. They’re a little loose, but they’ll work. In fact, they actually look really cute with my denim shorts and tank top.

“How do I look?” I stand in front of him, spinning around. “Like a true Texan?”

Riley shakes his head and laughs. “Not quite, sweetheart. Gotta get that accent down. A hat. And get you on a horse first.”

My eyes widen. “A horse?”

He takes my hand and leads me out of the room. I don’t bother grabbing my phone because tonight, all of my attention will be on my husband.

Considering how much I drank in Vegas with Riley, I decide to take it easy. An hour later, we’re at the bar and sticking to beer only. We both know what happens when too much liquor is involved.

The Honky Tonk is exactly what I imagined. People in cowboy boots, taking shots and being loud and obnoxious. Old license plates on the walls complement the rustic décor, and it smells like a barn. A clean one, at least.

And surprisingly, I don’t hate it. In fact, I haven’t laughed this much in weeks.

“So wife… I think we should have our first dance,” Riley says, swiveling our barstools so my legs are between his.

“We danced all night in Vegas,” I say. “In fact, I’m pretty sure you went to second base at the third club.”

Riley brushes his hand over his facial hair and grins. “You noticed that, did ya?”

I snort, shaking my head. “I doubt they play slow songs here.”

He arches a brow as if I just challenged him. “Wait here, my bride.” Riley flashes me a wink, then walks over to a jukebox I hadn’t realized was there.

Moments later, “A Thousand Years” by Christina Perri starts playing. An oldie but a goodie that I like a lot. He walks back over, all proper, and holds out his hand to me. “May I have this dance?”

“How could I ever deny you?” I place my hand in his, and he leads me to the center of the room.

“Where’d you learn to dance anyway?” I ask after a few moments.

“Bishops don’t learn to dance; it’s embedded into our DNA,” he says firmly.

“Really? Interesting because I’m pretty sure at the final club, you were stepping on my feet.”

He gives me a cocky grin. “I was also shit-faced. You’re really gonna use that against my dancing skills?” Riley spins me around before I can answer, and when he brings our bodies back together, I have a permanent smile on my face.

“Of course not. You’re damn good.”

“You’re way too good for my ego,” he teases. “Could you say it a little louder so the rest of the bar can hear?”

I laugh, my head falling back as he smirks at me. “So you’re a Christina Perri fan too? What other things are you going to surprise me with?”

“Well, the fourth movie was my favorite.”

I narrow my eyes at him, trying to determine if he’s being serious or not. “No way. Are you a Twilight fan?”

“What are you trying to say? I’m not cultured enough to love vampire smut?”

Now I’m rolling my eyes at his lousy attempt to feign offense. “Funny. Almost had me there.”

He laughs again, bringing his lips to me for a soft kiss. “Rowan, my little sister. She binged all the books in the series, then made me take her to the theater for an anniversary movie marathon. I really had no choice.”

“Aww…big brother duty.”

“And older cousin. All of the girls were obsessed.” He dramatically rolls his eyes.

“So then I guess the true test of our relationship lies on one question…” I say in all seriousness. He furrows his brows, waiting. “Team Jacob or Team Edward?”

“You really expect me to remember who either of them are?”

“I don’t think I can do this…” I stop moving. “I can’t be married to a man who doesn’t know Twilight.” I shrug, about to walk around him, but he swiftly grabs my waist and pulls me back to him.

“Team Edward…okay. Happy, now? You’ve officially stolen my man card.”

I wrap my arms back around him and smile. “Very.”


Chapter Nine


Riley

When I closed my eyes last night, Zoey was the only person on my mind. Being with her was magical, and having her here with me on the ranch doesn’t seem real. I keep pinching myself to make sure I’m not dreaming.

I roll out of bed before my alarm even goes off. There’s too much excitement streaming through me at seeing Zoey again. Not to mention, I have an assload of chores to do before Rowan’s surprise party today.

After lunch, the plan is to get Rowan to the bar without suspicion, and I have the perfect idea. What I didn’t prepare for was having to introduce Zoey to everyone in the family. I doubt my parents told anyone already, though it’s possible, considering the rumor mill in this small town.

I’m not trying to steal Rowan’s spotlight, but I know the questions will be never-ending. After I get dressed and make some coffee to go, I burst inside Diesel’s room being loud as fuck.

“What’s wrong with you, asshole?” He throws a pillow in my direction, groaning. “I still have an hour of sleep. And I was dreaming about your sister. She was just about to—”

“I wouldn’t fuckin’ finish that sentence,” I warn. No matter what time it is, he knows how to aggravate the piss outta me. “I’m getting started early, fuckface. Text me when you’re up and ready so I can tell you what I took care of,” I say before ripping the covers off his body.

He rolls over without a care and shoos me away. I leave with a grin on my face as I drive to the other side of the ranch and check the water troughs and feed the working horses that the ranch hands ride when they’re herding cattle from one pasture to the next. After I quickly muck out the stalls, I stop and take care of the chickens, then drive over to meet up with my dad. Without a doubt, he’s already in the office, mapping out what needs to be done for the day before Rowan’s party.

Ranchers never stop working. Tasks always need to be done.

As soon as I walk in, Dad’s busy drinking his coffee and writing in a notebook. I clear my throat, and he looks up at me. “Mornin’,” he says, seeming more tired than usual. “You’re here early.”

“Just takin’ after you.” I snicker. He’s the best role model I could’ve ever asked for, and I hope to be exactly like him when I have kids. Mama keeps telling me I’m the spitting image of Dad as if it’s a warning, but I see it as a compliment.

“Your mother’s still in shock that you’re a married man.” He gives me a somber expression. “I think I am too,” he admits, but then he smiles.

“I know. I blame Diesel, but then again, I’m not mad about it,” I say, refilling my mug with coffee.

“Marriage is important, Riley. It’s not a game. It’s not something you do on a whim.” He looks at me with soft eyes.

“I know, Dad. But it could be worse. I could’ve gotten her pregnant, and she could’ve shown up at the ranch with a Bishop baby bump,” I remind him of his own story. “But I didn’t. We’re trying to be responsible and see if we should be together. There’s something special between us. I knew the moment I met her.”

“I felt the same way when I met your mother too. So I get it, more than you know.”

His words are comforting.

“Us Bishops have a way of falling head over heels the first time we meet a woman. Guess it runs in the family. And I can’t fault you for it. Just be smart. Don’t want you getting hurt, son. I saw the way you looked at her.” He arches a brow, smirking.

I stare out into the barn, replaying everything that happened in Vegas and how shocked I was to see her at the B&B, but I’m determined to give us a chance.

“Your grandma is gonna be pissed,” he warns. “But I’m lettin’ you deal with her.”

I roll my eyes. “Thanks, Dad. So what’s the plan today? I already fed the horses on the north side.”

“That’s my boy,” he says, proudly. “Taking charge. I like that. Since you already took care of the horses, the utility barn is in need of some repairs. I noticed some of the panels were corroding at the bottom, and before it becomes a mess, I thought we’d change ’em out. There’s enough time to get it done before ten since you got a head start.”

I sip my coffee. “Yep. Shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll text Diesel and tell him to meet me, and we’ll get it done.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Dad says.

I get up to leave, but he stops me.

“Son.”

“Yeah?”

He’s smirking.

“Try not to give your grandmother a heart attack today. We did that enough growing up.”

I snort and shake my head before walking out. I’ve heard many stories of how much trouble my dad and uncles would get into, how the sheriff was around regularly, and how they caused mischief everywhere they went.

Before I get in the truck, I text Diesel and tell him our job for the day and where to meet me. I have no doubt we’ll be able to finish even sooner than expected.

As I drive over, the early morning sun starts warming everything up. It’s going to be a hot one, so I start chugging water because dehydration out here can be deadly. And I don’t want my mother to worry.

It’s just past seven by the time I make it to the barn, and Diesel’s already removed his shirt and is sweating his ass off.

“’Bout time you showed up,” he harasses. “I’ve already got all the metal cut and ready to place if you can just help me get this corroded shit removed. It practically crumbles when it’s touched.”

“On it,” I say, putting on my work gloves. After I carefully remove the sheets, he puts the new ones in place. The bright silver metal is much newer, so the barn’s gonna need a fresh coat of paint. We’ll have to save that for another day, but I know Grandma Bishop won’t allow the eyesore to stay like this for long.

Just as Diesel and I attach the last of the metal, I see long legs heading our way. It’s not uncommon for tourists to book the B&B for a real country escape, but I could recognize those legs in the dark. Zoey.

I remove my gloves and wipe the sweat from my brow.

“Hey, husband, it looks like you’re working hard.” She unscrews the top of the bottle of water she’s holding and hands it to me. I run my eyes down her body, admiring the tempting curves I haven’t been able to stop thinking about. Right now, she’s the only thing I want to drink.

“Thanks, wifey.” I flash her a wink before removing the steps between us and planting a sweet kiss on her lips. She sinks into me, and I have to force myself to pull away because if I don’t, I won’t stop.

“Mmm,” she hums against my mouth, wrapping her arms around me.

“Arizona!” Diesel calls out with a half-cocked grin. “Where’s my water?”

I take a sip of the one she gave me and then hand it to Diesel, who drinks it in three gulps.

“We’re almost done here. I gotta call my sister and shower, then we can go to the bar where they’re setting up,” I tell her, my fingers brushing against hers, tempting her to kiss me again.

“I’m really nervous,” she admits. “What if they all hate me?”

I snort-laugh because that’s not possible. “What if they all love you, then you leave me? That’s what you should be more worried about.”

The truth seems to fall out. Her smile fades, and she searches my face. “The last thing I want to do is hurt you, Riley.”

“Get a room!” Diesel yells, interrupting us. “And come help me finish up this bullshit!”

She leans forward and slides her lips across mine. I love how freely she shows affection. “Better get back to it.” She nods at Diesel, who’s growing more frustrated.

“I’ll pick you up in an hour. Be ready to meet the entire town,” I warn with a laugh, but I’m not joking.

“You’re not helping my nerves!” she shouts as she walks toward the B&B.

“I’m gonna kick your ass,” Diesel tells me.

When she’s out of sight, I get back to work, and we finish the task. I suck in a deep breath, realizing I’m anxious to make the announcement. It’s scary bringing a girlfriend around everyone, but it’s absolutely terrifying to introduce my wife. The word almost seems foreign, but damn, it feels so right.

After we’re done with the repairs, I text Dad and let him know, then we head straight to the house to shower. While Diesel hogs the hot water, I make a sandwich and call Rowan.

“Whatcha doin?” I ask, purposely not mentioning her birthday. Every year, she thinks I forget, but I never have.

“Nothing much. Putting away some laundry and cleaning. Why? What’s up?”

I focus on giving the best performance of my life. “I just finished talking to Uncle John, and he said they were doing inventory for the bar around two since it’s a slow time. He mentioned you wanted to learn how to do it, so he told me to let you know.”

She laughs. “That means I need to be there.”

“You know they don’t really give us a choice to do anything, right?” I’m smiling, and I know she can tell.

“Mmhmm. Got nothing better going on other than maybe watching paint dry or something.” She sounds somewhat disappointed, but what she doesn’t know is fifty people will be waiting for her to show up today.

“I understand. Anyway, I gotta eat. Talk soon, okay?” I make sure to keep my tone chipper.

“See ya,” she says, then hangs up.

As I sit at the table and devour my food, I almost feel bad, but then again, I don’t because I’ve never had a surprise party. It was Ma’s idea, and she even went through the trouble of secretly inviting some of Rowan’s best friends from school. Considering we live in the age of social media, though I’m not on it much, I’m surprised the party hasn’t been ruined yet.

After Diesel’s out of the shower, I hop in and scrub the sweat and dirt from my body. Though I only worked half a day, I’m tired. Drinking and dancing the night away with Zoey, on top of waking up an hour early, is starting to catch up with me. But I don’t regret spending time with her. It was all worth it.

I dress in my favorite jeans and a dressier blue shirt, spray some cologne, and comb my hair before throwing on a baseball cap that’s got the Circle B Ranch cattle brand in the middle. I’m proud as hell to be a Bishop.

“So your sister think anything’s up yet?” Diesel asks before he chugs a bottle of water.

I shake my head. “Nope. I didn’t even tell her happy birthday when we spoke. Didn’t want to make her suspicious. She actually sounded sad, so I think when she shows up, she’ll be real surprised and happy.”

Diesel flashes a mischievous grin. “And you even hired a male stripper!” He undoes his button-up shirt as he thrusts his hips like he did in the Vegas show.

“Oh, really?” I lift a brow. “You’d strip in front of my grandma?” I challenge, knowing he’s full of shit.

He instantly starts re-buttoning his shirt. “Damn. Forgot your whole family’s gonna be there. Maybe I’ll give her a private show instead,” he muses.

“Do it and you’ll be limping with my foot in your ass,” I threaten.

“Fine, fine.” He chuckles. “You nervous about bringing Zoey?”

“Yes and no. I think they’ll be shocked but will love her,” I admit, convinced she’ll have no problem fitting in.

Diesel smiles. “You know, she could’ve at least brought her friend with her for me. Crystal?”

“Chelsea,” I correct, snickering. “You ass. You slept with her and don’t even remember her name.”

His laughter echoes off the walls. “Trust me when I say we didn’t do much sleeping.”

Shaking my head, I grab my keys and the birthday presents I got for Rowan in Las Vegas, then head over to the B&B to pick up Zoey. She’s sitting on the porch in a rocking chair, looking gorgeous as ever.

“Howdy,” I say, and she instantly smiles. “Ready to go, wifey?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” I wrap my arms around her as soon as she meets me and take her lips in mine. Is it really possible to feel this way about someone I barely know?

Yes, yes, it fucking is.

“You look stunning. But hell, you always do.” I wink, tempted to skip the party and take her to my house even though we’re taking it slow.

“Thank you. I need to make a good impression after all. I like how you can go from all sweaty and dirty cowboy to sleek and sexy cowboy in only an hour. It’s like being married to two men…” she quips, biting down on her lip.

“Well, I hope you don’t mind the dirty one because he’s who you’ll see more of,” I tease.

We climb in the truck, and the conversation flows easily. I tell her more about my sister and how Diesel always taunts me about her. Once we turn onto the main road, I share the ranch’s history because the land goes on for miles. She’s intrigued by the size and how many generations have kept it alive.

“It’s a working ranch too, not just a vacation destination for tourists. We actually raise and herd cattle, brand them, and even train horses.”

She grins. “And you guys own a bar, a bed and breakfast, have a massive garden, and your grandma basically runs the town.”

I smile with a nod because it’s true. My family’s well-known ’round here. “Something like that. Grandma Bishop knows everything about everyone. She’s active in charitable work too and does a big bachelor auction fundraiser every year for the food bank, has for decades. You only cross her if you have a death wish. The woman’s a spitfire, but she’s extremely loyal. She also makes the best blueberry muffins I’ve ever tasted in my life,” I tell her random facts, then park the truck a block away from the bar.

I turn and look at Zoey, and she seems more relaxed than before.

“Well, it’s now or never. Ready?” I ask, grabbing Rowan’s gifts.

We sit in silence for a few seconds before Zoey lets out a laugh. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

After we climb out of the truck, I grab her hand and lead her in through the back door. The room is already crowded with people helping decorate with balloons and streamers. As soon as I set the presents down, I run into Uncle John and Uncle Jackson. They look at me, then at Zoey, mirror images of one another.

She narrows her eyes. “Am I seeing double?”

“They’re twins,” I say. “And nosy as hell.”

I try to walk past them, but Uncle Jackson grabs me by my collar and pulls me back. “Don’t be a punk. We deserve a proper introduction to your new lady friend.”

Zoey snickers, and I know that as soon as I tell them, the entire town will know. Jackson is a loud bastard.

“Uncle John and Uncle Jackass, oh excuse me, I mean Jackson, this is Zoey, my wife,” I tell them proudly.

They look at each other and shout, “Wife?” at the same time. That’s when the entire room falls quiet, and I feel all heads turn to look at us.

We’re in the spotlight, and I’m about ready to shit myself when Grandma Bishop comes storming through the crowd. “What did y’all say?”

I grab Zoey’s hand and bring her forward, and while fifty people are looking at us, it’s so quiet one could hear a pin drop. “Zoey, this is everyone. And everyone, this is Zoey, my wife.”

My heart pounds hard in my chest when Grandma Bishop bolts toward me. Before she speaks, she stops and addresses those who are staring. “Well, carry on, everyone. We still have a birthday to celebrate.”

Then she turns back toward us, a stern expression on her face. “Now, tell me how this happened…” She looks at me, then at Zoey. “You’re pregnant, sweetie?”

I burst into laughter as Zoey shakes her head, blushing. Why does everyone think that? As if that’d be the only reason this gorgeous woman would marry me? “No, Grandma. I didn’t take after my parents completely.”

I explain how we met in Vegas a month ago and had an instant attraction but left the fine details out because that’s too awkward to discuss. Then I tell her about the wedding and how Zoey’s here to see if we can really make this work.

Zoey smiles and agrees with everything I’m saying. When I’m finished, she meekly speaks. “It’s really nice to meet you.”

Grandma pulls her into a big hug. “Honey, ’round here, we hug when we meet new people. So you might as well get used to it.” She pulls back but grabs Zoey’s hands. “Welcome to the family. You caught a good one here.” Grandma gives Zoey a wink, causing us to smile. If Grandma accepts Zoey, the rest will, too, because that woman sets the precedent for everything.

We walk away, and Zoey leans in and whispers, “I like her a lot.”

“Were you scared?” I tease.

She snickers. “Just a little. The woman is a little intimidating.”

I grunt. “You have no idea.”

We try to help with decorations but get bombarded at every turn, and I’m forced to personally introduce her. By the time my cousins come over to give me a hard time, there’s no way Zoey’ll remember anyone’s names. Between all the aunts and uncles, cousins, neighbors, family friends, and church members, even I’m a bit overwhelmed. They have no filter and say the first thing that comes to mind, regardless if it’s embarrassing or not. It’s a relief not to hide being married, but I don’t tell anyone it was all based on a dare from Diesel. What they don’t know won’t hurt them.

Eventually, Diesel arrives with a wrapped present for Rowan, and I’m half-tempted to ask him what it is so I can make sure it’s nothing inappropriate she can’t open in front of our family.

Someone yells that Rowan’s parked in the front, so I grab Zoey, and we hide behind the bar. I lean over and kiss her, not caring who’s watching now that people know. When the bell above the door dings, we all pop up and scream, “Surprise,” and I watch as my sister beams and shrieks in shock.

I glance over at Zoey, and she’s wearing the biggest most genuine smile I’ve ever seen. She looks so happy here, and everyone loves her just as I knew they would. I know what we have is real, and as crazy as it sounds, I don’t want her to leave.


Chapter Ten


Zoey

The surprise party for Rowan was amazing, and twenty-four hours later, I’m still buzzing. I was worried I wouldn’t fit in, concerned they wouldn’t approve of our rushed marriage, but I quickly learned how incredibly supportive Riley’s family is. Every person I talked to was so sweet and genuinely interested in learning about me. I chatted about being a hairdresser, and instead of feeling like I wasn’t good enough, they were impressed. They accept me for who I am, and that’s something I’ve never really experienced. Even though I’ve only been here for a day, I already love his family so much.

Last night when Riley dropped me off at the B&B, he reminded me about his grandma’s invite to church this morning and lunch at his parents’ house afterward. Luckily, I packed a few nice outfits and enjoyed sitting between him and Grandma Bishop at the service. We were both taken by surprise when the pastor asked us to stand as husband and wife so we could be introduced to the congregation as newlyweds. As soon as it was over, Riley apologized like crazy, but all I could do was laugh. However, the hard part isn’t over yet. I’m sure lunch with his parents will be interesting since it’ll be small and intimate with more questions.

“They don’t bite,” Riley reassures me as he leads me up the porch.

“I know. I just want them to like me,” I admit before we reach the front door.

“Just be yourself. You’re amazing.” He brings my hand to his mouth and presses a sweet kiss to my knuckles.

I roll my eyes and laugh. “How do you know? I could be a crazy chick who takes advantage of rowdy cowboys.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not arguing that. You’d almost have to be to accept one of Diesel’s dares, but look where it got us.” Before we walk in, he cups my cheeks in his rough palms and leans forward, painting my lips with his. I relax and melt into him until we’re lost in each other’s touch. When the front door swings open and Rowan clears her throat, we break apart.

“Get. A. Room,” she taunts, smirking as she leans against the doorframe with her arms crossed.

A blush covers my cheeks, and I tuck my hair behind my ears. Rowan is only a year younger than me, and just from chatting with her briefly at the party yesterday, I know we could be good friends. She gives no fucks about anything and speaks what’s on her mind, something I’ve quickly learned is a Bishop trait.

“Don’t be annoying,” Riley scolds, giving her a pointed look as we walk hand in hand into the house.

“Hey, Zoey, have fun at church this morning?” she asks.

“Yeah, it was fine. Kinda embarrassing, though,” I admit. I’m not used to so much attention, and it seems I’ve had a plethora of it since I arrived.

“You’ll get used to being called out. Privacy isn’t something any of us have around here. Considering the town is so small, everyone is in everyone’s business,” she explains with a groan. “Makes it pretty hard to do anything I shouldn’t because they all talk.”

“I can only imagine,” I say as Riley watches me intently. Damn, the man leaves me breathless with just one look. He sets my body on fire as he leads me into the dining room where his mother’s setting the table.

“Hey, Ma,” he says with a lazy grin.

“Oh, you kids made it.” She looks down at her watch. “And you’re actually on time. See, you’re already affecting him in a good way, Zoey,” she quips, and all I can do is smile.

Mr. Bishop walks in and gives River a sweet kiss on the cheek. I can’t get over how much Riley resembles his dad. They’re both so handsome, I’m tempted to ask if there’s something in the Texas water.

Rowan plops down at the table. “I’m so hungry I could eat a horse. But not Checkers. He’s a sweetie,” she says with a giggle.

I sit down next to her as Riley helps his mother bring out the food. My stomach growls as I look at the fried chicken, mashed potatoes with gravy, and green beans. Homemade dinner rolls that smell incredible are set right in front of me with a slab of butter. Riley shoots me a wink and asks me what I’d like to drink. Before we eat, Rowan says the blessing, and then we dig in.

“Oh, honey, you need to put more on your plate than that,” Mrs. Bishop orders.

“I’m going to gain twenty pounds being here.” I snicker but grab another chicken leg.

River smiles and nods. “I know what you mean. When I first moved here, the big dinners were an adjustment for me, especially since I didn’t come from a large family. However, we celebrate everything with a meal,” Riley’s mom explains.

“Mrs. Bishop,” I say, and she interrupts me before I can continue.

“There’s only room for one Mama Bishop on this ranch.” She chuckles. “But you can call me Ma just like everyone else.”

I grin. “Ma.” I try it out, and it feels surprisingly natural. “Where are you from?”

“Milwaukee, Wisconsin,” she answers and then talks about how she met Riley’s dad in Key West and how they fell madly in love. She left everything behind to move to Texas to be with him and start her new life here.

She grabs Alex’s hand. “It was the best decision I ever made.”

Riley places his hand on my lap, and I thread my fingers through his. It’s at that moment I recognize how similar our stories are, minus the being pregnant part.

“Mama Bishop was ready to kill Alex.” River chuckles.

“Yeah, Mama can be really scary. You should be glad this one’s your mom,” Alex tells Riley.

“Oh trust me, I am. Grandma doesn’t take no shit from anybody,” Riley replies.

“Language,” River warns.

“So you’re not pregnant…” Rowan says it as more of a statement than a question.

I chuckle, my cheeks heating. “No, I’m not.”

“You didn’t deny that you couldn’t be, so that means you two totally did it!” By the smirk on her face, I know she’s trying to get under Riley’s skin in front of their parents.

He picks up a dinner roll, then chucks it at her. “Shut the hell up!”

“Rowan, that’s enough,” River snaps, but Rowan’s more than amused with herself. The whole dynamic of their family is amazing. There are rules and a lot of work to be done, but just by spending this short amount of time with them, it’s easy to see how much they love each other. There are zero doubts about how close they are.

My family is on the other spectrum. First of all, I can name all of my cousins on one hand, and we don’t talk so freely around each other. The boundaries are high, but with the Bishops, they say what they mean and mean what they say. And damn, I already love them so much.

After I’m so full that I’m ready to burst, River brings out a homemade apple pie with vanilla ice cream. I don’t think I can take another bite, but after she hands me a plate, I shove down a spoonful. As soon as it hits my mouth, I release a moan because I’ve never tasted anything so good.

“Wow,” I say when it’s half gone.

“I know, right?” Riley smirks. “You’ll never go hungry ’round here.”

“I hope you don’t expect me to know how to bake,” I tell him, and everyone laughs.

“You’ll learn real quick, honey. Trust me, the extent of my meals were frozen pizzas and microwavable dinners. Mama Bishop taught me everything I know about Southern cooking. Her recipes are to die for. You’ll have to come over and write some of them down. Riley’s a great cook, though,” his mama brags. “When he wants to be, that is.”

“Ma, you can’t tell Zoey my secrets,” he jokes, but I do want to know them all.

“So you gonna tell us about this dare?” Rowan asks, looking at him and then glancing over at me.

I snort, wondering when someone was going to bring it up. “Well…” I turn and look at Riley, not sure how much he really wants them to know, considering it was a payback dare, but he doesn’t seem to care. He lays it all out from the strip club, to meeting at brunch, to Diesel being an idiot and daring us to get married.

“Oh, so you’re responsible for this, too?” Alex asks me with a cocky grin. “You agreed to this on purpose?”

I shrug, though I know he’s only teasing. “I’m often known for my bad decisions.” I glance at Riley with a smirk. “But this time, I think it was the right one.”

“When you know, you know,” his dad says, looking at his wife with so much admiration you’d think they just met yesterday. Their love is undeniable.

“That’s true,” Riley pipes in. “The moment I saw Zoey, I knew.”

“At the strip club?” I ask, searching his face, and he nods.

“So it was like divine intervention?” Rowan asks, giggling.

“We all can’t have crushes on people who live in town.” Riley cackles, and her face distorts.

“Who? I don’t know who you’re even talking about.” Rowan stands and picks up the pile of dirty plates. She tries to hide her reaction, but I see a hint of blush on her cheeks. Riley doesn’t name-drop who he’s referring to, which I find cute, but I’m certain it’s someone they all know.

“What are your plans for the rest of the day?” Alex asks.

I glance over at Riley, who shrugs.

“I was gonna paint the barn before Grandma has a hissy fit. I know she can’t stand things to be out of place, especially since the B&B guests can see it,” he says.

“You’re right,” Alex agrees. “Not a bad idea, and it’s not supposed to be as hot this afternoon.”

“What about you?” River asks me. “Do you like gardening?”

“Love getting my hands dirty,” I admit, smiling.

“Mila’s been working at the school all week, so she hasn’t had any free time, but she mentioned planting veggies this afternoon if you wanna help,” she suggests. “I’m sure she’d love and appreciate the company.”

Riley glances at me. “Only if you want to. Don’t feel obligated.”

“I’d love that, actually. I just need to change first.” I’m so damn excited to be involved. I’ve always wanted a garden but never could have one due to the subdivision we live in, plus our backyard isn’t big enough. One time, I planted some herbs, but my mother was annoyed it didn’t match her décor, so after we used everything, I didn’t continue with it. Most of the time, I try not to get in her way.

After the dining room table is cleared and the dishes are washed, Riley says goodbye, and his mom pulls me into a big hug.

“You come back anytime. Our home is yours,” River tells me.

“Lunch was amazing. The pie was to die for,” I admit. “Thank you for the invite.”

“You’re welcome, sweetie. Glad you’re a part of the family. Keep this one under control,” she tells me, pointing at Riley as we walk out the door.

Guilt surfaces as we walk to the truck. Riley’s introducing me to everyone as if I’ve already moved here permanently. After we climb in, my thoughts take over, and he senses my mood change.

“What’s wrong?” he asks, giving me his full attention.

I don’t even know how to say what I’m thinking without ruining everything. I blow out a breath and sigh. “I don’t want anyone to get too attached to the idea of us,” I admit as hard as it is.

He stares intently at me. “Why not?”

I tilt my head. “Because we’re in test mode, and nothing is set in stone right now.”

Riley grabs my hand and interlocks his fingers with mine, then kisses my knuckles. “I don’t want you to leave, Zoey. I know everything is still new, and eloping in Vegas is one of the most insane things I’ve ever done in my life, but I think what we have is special. The forever kind.”

I suck in a deep breath, and while I don’t disagree, it doesn’t stop me from worrying that we’re jumping the gun. “But what if it’s just the excitement of it all? What happens when the newness wears off? That’s the type of thing I think about.”

He searches my face, then grins. “Did you notice how my dad still looks at my mom after twenty-three years?”

I think about them and how their love seems to only exist in books. “I did.”

“That’s going to be us,” he says matter-of-factly, then leans over and kisses me. “See?”

“You’re presumptuous.” I laugh against his lips, enjoying the way he can’t seem to stop touching me.

“It’s one of my best qualities, baby.” Riley winks before starting the truck. He drives to the B&B and waits for me to change. Once I’m ready to go, he guides me to the garden where we find Mila bent over with buckets and small shovels surrounding her.

“Aunt Mila,” Riley calls out.

“Over here.” She stands and waves. I don’t know how it’s possible that all these Bishop women are so damn beautiful. I hope when I’m in my late forties, I look half as good as them. She takes off her gloves and goes to the wagon she has with supplies and grabs a jug of water.

“You two coming to help today?” she asks after she takes a long drink and wipes the sweat from her forehead.

“I am!” I say, and it’s hard for me to even hold back my excitement.

“Yeah, I’m gonna finish painting the barn before Grandma flips her shit.”

Mila gives him a look and grins. “I’m telling your mother you’re cursing in front of a lady, mister.”

“Aunt Mila. You know you’re my favorite aunt for a reason,” he tells her, and she laughs.

“True.” She hands me an extra set of gloves and a small shovel. “Imma put you to work, Zoey.”

“I’m so ready,” I admit, excited to play in the dirt.

Riley leans over and gives me a smack on the lips. “See you soon, sweetheart. Mila’s gonna kick that city girl right outta you.”

“Har, har.” I roll my eyes at his dig.

When we pull away, I look at him longingly. It’s hard to watch him leave, but damn, the view of him in those tight jeans is nice.

Mila clears her throat, bringing the attention back to her. “Ready?”

I nod, and she gives me instructions on what she’s doing, then puts her gloves back on.

“I’ve already added fertilizer to these two rows here, but now I need to plant seeds all the way down. If you want to start on this side, then I’ll start here, and we’ll get it done in half the time. Boy, am I happy you’re here.” She shows me how deep to dig, then sends me on my way.

We’re essentially working back to back, and I try to keep up with her as she plants.

“So how do you like it here so far?” she asks.

“Love it. It’s hot like Phoenix, but the people here are much nicer,” I say.

She chuckles. “Yeah, it is hot as hell here. The winters are nice, though. Still gets cold, and we sometimes get snow, but not often. Gotta love Texas. You’ll see what I mean.” She scoots down farther on the row. I swear she could run circles around me.

“Yeah,” I say, and the guilt comes rushing in again. If the time comes for me to leave, I know it’ll be difficult, but I won’t go until I know for sure what Riley’s and my future holds. I have a feeling I already know the answer to that, but it doesn’t make it less scary.

I love the smell of fresh earth and being able to plant something that will grow into food that everyone can enjoy. Plus, it’s so peaceful out here. In Arizona, it’s so busy, and there’s barely any downtime. I need this more than she even knows.

Mila stands and looks at what I’ve done so far. “You’re a natural. I’d totally be okay with you being my official helper if you like gardening.”

I nod and can’t help the obnoxious smile on my face. “I really do love it. It’s relaxing.”

“I agree. A decade or so ago, I suggested the ranch start a garden for fresh veggies, and now it’s grown into a full greenhouse with several side gardens. I wanted to do something more besides changing dirty diapers and running after toddlers, and the idea came to life. Though sometimes it’s hard to grow in this soil because of the rocks, I figured out it’s not difficult if you build the ground up with fertilizer first. It’s been a great addition, and there’s nothing better than fresh tomatoes, squash, and zucchini. Over there, I have tons of different herbs too. Basil, rosemary, cilantro. You name it, we have it,” she tells me proudly.

After we finish planting our rows of tomato seeds, we spread more fertilizer and potting soil and continue planting other types of vegetables. Mila asks me questions about my job and home life, and I actually feel comfortable answering.

“Yeah, my dad’s a doctor, and I’m the daughter who decided not to go that route.” The conversation flows easily, and I can see why Riley says she’s his favorite aunt. She actually listens.

Mila lets out a small laugh. “It’s almost funny in a way. You know, Riley’s Uncle Evan and Aunt Emily are doctors too. I’ve heard it was a big deal that Evan wanted to go to med school instead of working on the ranch. All the other brothers stayed here, which is what makes this family so special. They’ll accept you how you are and only want you to be happy.”

I look at her and feel tears well in my eyes. Acceptance is everything to me, considering my own family appears to have lost that ability. The fact that they’ve known me for two days and have already made me feel at home is almost too much to handle. My emotions threaten to bubble over at the thought of what reaction my parents will have when I’m forced to tell them.

When I came to the ranch, I never expected to fall in love with Riley’s family too, yet I am.


Chapter Eleven


Riley

Yesterday went better than I could’ve ever imagined. Since Zoey’s arrived, I haven’t been able to think about doing anything other than spending all my free time with her. Knowing she’s here to give us a real shot means everything to me. Not that I’m trying to convince her to stay, because it’s a choice she’ll have to make, but I want to show her what she’d be missing if she left for good.

I know my family’s shocked, but they’re the most supportive people I know. Zoey going to church with us yesterday meant a lot to my grandparents. It shows she’s trying, and that her reason for being here is legit.

When she’s the first thing on my mind when I wake up each morning, I know I have it bad. Hell, I won’t even deny it. I just wish she were in my bed with me so I could see her before work, but I don’t want to rush this either. Instead, I opt to text her.

Riley: I’ll be at the B&B at 9. Eat breakfast with me?

Zoey: That depends. Which cowboy is this?

I smirk, knowing damn well she’s messing with me.

Riley: The sexy one. The one you kissed last night. The one you’re married to.

Zoey: Hmm…not ringing any bells. Oh wait, do you wear a cowboy hat? And have a sexy swagger going on?

Riley: Everyone on this ranch wears a cowboy hat, sweetheart. But I’m the only one with swagger.

Zoey: Oh good, I picked right. Whew. Then yes, I’ll be there at 9. Look for the one who looks completely out of place with shorts and a tank top that says What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas.

I snort to myself. Zoey makes me smile like a damn fool, but I don’t even care. She’s beautiful, funny, and I love being around her. She’s cute without even having to try.

Riley: Oh, the irony.

Zoey: I bought it before the dare. But I kinda like it. Plus, it’s pink. My favorite color.

Riley: Duly noted. Look for the gorgeous lady in pink.

I hold back a groan as I imagine her perfect pink nipples I sucked on.

Zoey: What’s your favorite color?

Riley: Blue.

Zoey: Good to know.

I shoot her a winky emoji before sending another message.

Riley: Save me a spot. See you soon, wife!

I’m cheesing all the way to the shop. She was already up early, which is surprising, but maybe that means she fits in more than she realizes.

“Jesus, it looks like you have a hanger in your mouth.” Diesel rolls his eyes as we walk inside the office. Nothing could bring me down from this high. Not even his morning grumpiness.

“Better get used to it,” I singsong.

Fisher narrows his eyes the moment he sees me. “Are you still drunk from last night or something?”

Diesel chuckles, shaking his head.

“Nope. Sober as can be. What’s on the agenda today?” I ask before taking a sip of coffee.

“Your dad wants you in the shop to help him cut wood for the horse corral,” he says.

“What? Jackson’s building another one?” I ask because this is news to me.

“Yep. Kiera talked him into adding on.”

I smirk. Of course she did. Aunt Kiera could talk Jackson into almost anything.

“And what about me?” Diesel asks, folding his arms over his chest.

“Regular duties, then I need you to run into town for a pickup,” Fisher explains, looking down at his planner instead of at Diesel.

“Great. Bye.” He’s out the door before I’ve even moved my feet, mainly because he hates being around my cousin.

“You two ever gonna kiss and make up?” I ask Fisher.

“As soon as he pulls that stick out of his ass,” he remarks. “He’s the one with the problem. Not me.”

I roll my eyes. Easy for him to say, I suppose. “Well, you have a few more months here. Might want to find a way to get over your beef.”

“Tell that to your boy.”

“I bet punching you in the face would make him feel better, but hey, that’s just me,” I taunt, walking toward the shop. “See ya.”

Pulling out the cutter and sawhorses, I set up what we’ll need to measure and cut the large pieces for the posts. My dad arrives minutes later with my mom on his heels talking a hundred miles an hour.

Before I can announce I’m here, my dad grabs my mom, cups her face, and kisses her hard. He tilts his head so his hat doesn’t smack her as she wraps her arms around his waist. It’s adorable how they’re still so in love after all these years, and it gives me hope for a long and happy marriage too. However, the second my mother moans, I’m done.

“Excuse me,” I say, clearing my throat obnoxiously loud. “This is how childhood traumatic stories are born.”

They break apart, not in the least embarrassed as they scowl at me. “You’re not a child anymore,” my mother retorts.

My dad shamelessly slides his hand down and cups her ass. “How do you think babies are born? Need a demo?” He waggles his brows, which has my mom laughing.

“Oh God. Y’all are too damn much.” I groan. “You can do this project alone.” I make a big show of ripping off my gloves, but my dad just rolls his eyes.

“And if you do need to know how babies are born, I can give you some pamphlets,” my mom adds.

“I went to fifth grade health class. I’m good.” I put my gloves back on and walk away. “When you two lovebirds are done making me sick, let’s get to work.”

“Hey, I’m your boss. Not the other way around,” my dad quips.

I wave him off over my shoulder. Perhaps I should be happy they’re still together, considering how many of my friends grew up in split households, but I could do without the over-the-top PDA.

My father finally joins me, and we start working. He blasts the radio and starts singing along to the ridiculous country songs. I don’t even have it in me to give him shit for it because Diesel does the same thing.

At five until nine, I tell him I’m taking a break to grab a bite to eat at the B&B. He smirks, knowing I’ll be meeting Zoey. I know he’s still surprised about the marriage, but he understands my situation more than anyone.

I walk into the B&B after cleaning the sawdust off my shirt and jeans, trying not to look like a mess. Zoey’s in one of the lounge chairs reading, so I walk up behind her and press my lips to her ear.

“I just found the prettiest woman here. Care to join me for breakfast?”

The woman jumps, nearly smacking me in the face with her book. I stumble back just as she turns and scowls at me. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Oh my God. It’s not Zoey. Though she has the same hair color and build as her.

“Ma’am, I’m so sorry.” I press a hand to my chest, mortified. “I thought you were someone else.”

She continues shooting daggers at me, and when I look up, Zoey is standing across the room with an arched brow and a knowing smirk.

“You lost, cowboy?” Zoey saunters toward me as the other woman walks away. I try to apologize to her again before she’s out of sight, but she ignores me. No doubt, Uncle John will hear about it.

“I swear, from the back…” I extend my arm to prove that from the angle and the chair, it really looked like her. Defeated, I give up and slump my shoulders. “Fuck it. She was obviously not you.”

Zoey chuckles, closing the gap between us and wrapping a hand around my neck. “Well, now that you have the right one, what are you gonna do about it?”

Popping a brow, I grab her waist and pull her lips to mine.

“Excuse me?” The sound of my father’s voice has us breaking away. Fucking great.

Zoey pinches her lips together, bringing both of her arms behind her as if she’s innocent. It makes me chuckle because we’re not kids, but to anyone outside the family, my dad looks intimidating as hell. He’s stacked like Diesel, but deep down, he’s a softy.

“Weren’t you just complainin’ about me and your mom, and now you’re making out in front of the entire place?” He grins at me when Zoey’s eyes widen, and she blushes.

“I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.” I grab Zoey’s hand and squeeze. “We were just about to eat. Bye, Old Man.”

“You be careful with that one,” my dad warns when Zoey looks over her shoulder.

She smirks and nods. “Don’t worry. I’ve been fully warned by basically everyone.”

My dad laughs, and I hear him call out, “I like this one!”

“Your parents are so cute,” Zoey says once we sit down with our plates full of food. “I wish my parents were more easygoing like yours. I can’t remember the last time I’ve felt relaxed around them.”

“Maybe they need a trip to the ranch,” I tell her, only half-joking. “Everyone who comes here has a good time.”

Zoey grins, cutting into her pancakes. “I can see why.”

I eat slowly so I can spend as much time with her as possible. My dad will want me back shortly, but I’m not rushing even though I know I’ll see her tonight.

“What do you plan to do today? Want to come watch me in the shop while my dad sings off-key?” I ask before shoving more eggs into my mouth.

“As exciting as that sounds, Mackenzie and El asked me to hang out, so I think I’m going to do that. Hopefully get back to the greenhouse too.” I love how excited she sounds, and the way it promises she’ll be staying.

“Whatever you do, don’t listen to a word they say about me. It’s not true,” I say pointedly. “They’re all liars.”

Zoey nods with her lips tilted to one side. “Right. I’m sure they are.”

“I’m glad they’re being so welcoming, though, and I’m sure Aunt Mila loves your help with the gardens.”

“She’ll probably be sick of me soon.”

“Doubtful. She’s too nice to get sick of anyone.”

“I love the idea of growing your own food, and the way you all use it for the B&B and sell the extras to the locals in town. Everyone knows it was grown with care,” Zoey says.

“It’s how small towns and ranches are around here.”

“It’s refreshing. Phoenix is great, but there’s just something about this place…”

“I’ve heard that all my life from my mama, who’s a Texas transplant. Aunt Mila lived in Georgia before she moved here. My dad’s friend, Dylan’s wife, moved from Florida. They met on the same trip as my mom and dad. They all moved here, so…”

“So it’s a curse?” she teases.

“It’s the Bishop genes,” my grandmother interrupts, taking a seat next to me. “They pretend to be all macho, but once they find their woman, they turn to mush. Trust me.” She winks at Zoey, who smiles in return.

“I believe it. Something about the Southern drawl. I bet it’s caused a lot of hearts to break, too.”

“Now that would be my son, Jackson. You wouldn’t believe what he put Kiera through before he finally got his stubborn ass in gear.”

I always laugh when she swears.

“I’m serious…” she continues. “Kiera was engaged to another man before Jackson finally confessed his feelings.”

“Oh that’s right,” I say, remembering this story from years ago.

“All his brothers got their crap together when their special ladies came into their lives, but Jackson? No, he’s always been my wild child,” Grandma continues, looking at me. “Glad you’ve decided to take after your father. From the moment your mother came to town, he was attached to her at the hip. Always so protective and caring and making sure she wasn’t doing anything strenuous when she was pregnant with you. Wasn’t exactly happy they were expecting you before marriage, but he made it right. So that’s what counts.”

Grandma Bishop is very traditional, but she also knows shit happens.

“And even twenty-three years later, he’s still a whipped pussy boy,” I blurt out, waiting for the moment my grandma scolds me for my language, but she just narrows her eyes.

“And every Bishop man has been when he finds the one. They don’t always fall in love easily, but when they finally do, they fall hard and fast.”

“Are you talkin’ about me again, Mama?” My dad strolls in and sits next to Zoey. Great, it’s a breakfast reunion.

“The one and only.”

“What is this?” Uncle John stands at the front of the table. “Y’all on breaks?”

“I’m giving them marriage advice,” Grandma responds curtly, arching her brow at him, and he backs off. “And if you’d like some, sit down.”

John groans and uncrosses his arms. “Nah, I’ve had enough of that to last me a lifetime.”

“Okay, well I’m very busy today, and Zoey has plans, so we’re gonna get going.” I stand, and Zoey follows, realizing that I’m trying to get us out of this.

“It was lovely talking with you all,” she says politely before we carry our plates to the kitchen.

“So you were saying about there being something special about this place…?” I tease, pulling her back to me.

“I spoke too soon.” Zoey tries to fight a smile but fails.

Then I press my lips to hers before reluctantly pulling back. “Let me take you horseback riding tonight. Give you the VIP ranch tour.”

Her eyes widen as her lips part. “I’ve never been riding before, but I’m always up to new adventures.”

I smirk at how cute she looks. “And who better to teach you than your cowboy husband?”

*     *     *

The rest of the workday drags on. I’m eager to see Zoey again and actually get some alone time with her. At least while riding, every single family member won’t be able to interrupt us.

“What in the world…?” I smile the moment Zoey meets me outside. She’s in full getup from the cowboy hat to the plaid shirt tucked into her ripped jeans. As I glance down, I see she’s wearing Rowan’s cowboy boots too. “Look at you.”

“Whatcha think?” She spins when she’s in front of me. “Mackenzie said if I was going riding, I needed to look the part.”

“Well, she’s not wrong.” I grab her waist and pull her closer. “You look adorable,” I tell her, tugging on one of her pigtail braids. “However, these are giving me bad ideas…” I grin.

“Mackenzie insisted on those too.”

“Hmm…she’s quickly becoming my favorite cousin.”

Zoey smacks my chest with a giggle. “Calm down, cowboy. You have some teaching to do.”

We walk hand in hand to the horse barn. It’s close to the B&B, and Dad’s friend Colton works there mostly. He keeps them fed and groomed for the guests and guides all the riding lessons and tours. Luckily, he’s gone for the day by the time we walk in, so we’ll have this time to ourselves, completely uninterrupted.

“This one is Sunshine,” I tell her. “She’ll take good care of you.”

Then I show her how to put on the saddle, help her up, and give her a basic rundown. “Don’t squeeze your thighs too tight, or she’ll think it’s time to run.”

“I definitely won’t.”

“Don’t worry. She’s a good girl.” I pet her before getting my horse Gable ready, and soon, we’re both riding out to one of the trails behind the B&B.

“It’s so pretty out here,” she says as we ride farther onto the trail. “No wonder so many come to the B&B. I overheard quite a few people talking about how they visit every single summer.”

“Oh yeah, we get a lot of repeat guests. Have for years. It’s what helps us stay in business too.”

We continue riding, and Zoey stays quiet as I go on about the ranch and the different trails we have. Then I look at her and see her face is expressionless.

“Are you okay?” I move Gable closer to her so I can grab her hand. “You haven’t said anything in a while.”

Zoey clears her throat before looking at me, and I’m almost certain I see tears in her eyes. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just taking it all in.”

“Are you sure?” I squeeze her hand, hoping she’ll open up to me. “You can tell me.”

She shrugs. “I’m just really glad I came. For days before getting in my car and making the twelve-hour drive, I worried I was making the wrong decision and fought with myself about the what-ifs and being a nervous wreck about your reaction. But you and your family have all brought me in with arms wide open. I guess it makes me a little emotional because I know if it were the other way around and you came to me, my family wouldn’t be so welcoming.”

I nod, wanting to somehow reassure her that I couldn’t be happier that she’s here. It was a risk for both of our hearts.

“Zoey, come here.” I manage to get the horses next to each other so I can cup her face. “If I had it my way, I’d never let you leave. I’m sorry your family isn’t very supportive, but you will always have mine, no matter what. Okay?”

She pulls in her bottom lip and nods. Tilting her head up, I press my mouth to hers, and when she opens up for me, I slide my tongue between her lips. When Zoey moans against me, I deepen our kiss, and then she’s yelping in the next second.

Sunshine takes off, and Zoey barely has the time to grab on to the saddle horn. Immediately, I kick Gable and chase after them. “Loosen your legs and pull back on the reins!” I yell.

“I can’t!” she screams as her hat flies off, her hair blowing in the wind.

Seconds later, I’m next to her again, taking control until Sunshine slows down. I’m trying hard not to laugh at her, but when I see her holy shit expression, I can’t hold it in.

“Stop laughing at me, asshole!” She swats at my arm. “Your horse nearly killed me!”

I snicker, bringing us closer again. “I told you not to squeeze your legs.”

Her eyes widen as a blush creeps up her neck. “Well then, you shouldn’t be kissing me like that…”

Chuckling, I hand the reins back to her. “Noted.”


Chapter Twelve


Zoey

The past few days with Riley have been nothing short of perfection. We meet for breakfast, sometimes lunch, and then we hang out at night once he’s done with work. I’ve been getting to know his aunts and cousins, helping them in the garden, and even baked cookies with his grandma yesterday afternoon. The Bishops are the kind of family I’ve never had, and it’s making my decision even harder. I have to go back home eventually to confess everything to my parents and face the truth, but I’m not ready to leave yet.

Tonight, Riley insisted on making dinner for me at his house. Every time I come over, he kicks Diesel out, and though I always feel bad about that, he reassures me Diesel will be just fine. It’s been fun seeing the dynamic of their friendship too. They’re just as obnoxious and playful as they were in Vegas. The closest friend I have in Phoenix is my sister, who’s now married and playing the role of the perfect wife.

Before Riley and I part ways each night, he always kisses me good night. In Vegas, after the alcohol fog cleared, I remembered everything from our amazing night together. My body hasn’t forgotten the way he touched me, how he set me on fire, and what it felt like to wake up next to him. I want more than just heated kisses, but I also need confirmation that there’s more than just hot sex between us, so we need to resist the urge.

Though it’s getting really damn hard when he winks and looks at me with that sexy smirk. It’s as if he knows my weaknesses and is just waiting for me to break.

Those dirty thoughts consume me as I stare at his tight ass in those jeans as he stirs something on the stovetop. After work, he showered, and now I’m ready to pounce. The man looks good in literally anything. Tonight he’s wearing a ball cap, which I find equally as sexy. Riley’s shirt looks painted on, showing off his pecs and biceps, and if the man doesn’t put out soon, I might combust.

“Are you enjoying the view?” he asks without looking over his shoulder.

I grab my glass of wine and take a sip. “I thought dinner came with the scenery.” Forcing my eyes off him, I look out the window above the kitchen sink.

“You know I can see your reflection, right?”

When I look closer, I see a smirk planted on his lips. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Mmhmm.” He chuckles before turning off one of the burners, then spins around to face me.

“You keep looking at me like that, we won’t make it to dessert.” He’s in front of me in two long strides, planting his feet between my thighs as I sit on the barstool. Riley’s kitchen has an island with a breakfast bar, a nice marble countertop, and stainless steel appliances. It looks nothing like what I expected of a ranch cottage, but he told me they remodeled it a few years ago. It’s quite impressive.

“Well, it’s really not fair. Could you wear a garbage bag or something?”

He pops a brow. “And what? You think you’re innocent in all of this?”

“What? I’m just sitting here!” I defend, squeezing my thighs around his legs.

Riley doesn’t take his eyes off mine as he grabs my hand and slides it over his jeans. I feel his erection against my palm and hold back a smile, knowing I’m the reason for it.

“Does making pasta always make you this horny?” I quip, keeping a straight face. “Pasta-arousalitis? Is that a thing? You might want to see a doctor about that. Actually, more like a psychiatrist.”

“Funny,” he says, amused, arching his hips further into my hand. “Pretty sure I’ve had one since the day I met you.”

“Now you really might want to see a doctor for that. I imagine it hurts.” I lick my lips as I keep my hand on him. Does he have any idea how much self-control it’s taking not to rip off his clothes right now?

“Same, babe.”

I blush. “Shit. I hadn’t meant to say that aloud.”

“Well…you did,” Riley growls deeply. Then he leans down, placing a hand on each side of me on the island counter so our eyes are level. “I haven’t forgotten our night together, Zoey. How could I? But we’re taking it slow, so that means no more eye fucking me, okay? Otherwise, my willpower will snap.”

I inhale a sharp breath at how close he is to me, how much I want to smack my lips to his, and how sexy his voice sounds. God, I’m in so much trouble.

Swallowing hard, I nod, then press my palms to his chest to create some space. I know before we move to the next level, we need to discuss what happened after I left Vegas. “Fine, then you have to do the same.”

Riley grins as he shakes his head, moving toward the stove. “Perhaps we both need to wear sunglasses around each other.” He turns around and checks the sauce.

I roll my eyes. The man is no fun. “Or you could just take me to your room and fuck me all night long?”

He freezes, his back going stiff as he looks to the side. I watch as he opens his mouth, then slams it shut. The poor guy, I’ve made him speechless.

Holding back my laughter, I continue, “But if you insist, we can eat dinner.”

I help him serve our food. He made a chicken pasta dish that smells delicious. Then he made a side of veggies from the garden, and after taking the first bite, I release an exaggerated moan.

“Where did you learn to cook?” I ask, knowing most men his age have no clue.

“My grandmother. And my mom. After I moved out of the house, I had to fend for myself, so I continued to practice what they had taught me. My mother thinks I’m incapable, though, so she invites me to dinner a few times a week. Of course I don’t pass up the opportunity. Diesel usually tags along too.”

“So weird question…” I start with a hint of a smile. “Diesel. What’s his real name? Does anyone actually know? I’ve asked all your cousins, and no one seems to have the answer.”

Riley starts laughing and nods. “It’s because no one ever calls him by it, and after a while, you forget it’s not his real name.”

“Are you gonna tell me?” I tease. “Or am I supposed to guess?”

Riley smirks. “It’s Adam.”

“Really?” I shriek. “Wow, I don’t see that at all.”

We both laugh.

“Yep, but only his mama calls him that.”

“I’m going to say it next time I see him just for fun and see if he reacts,” I mock. “Considering he teases me every chance he gets.”

“That’s only because he knows asking about Summer riles you up,” Riley tells me.

“She’s married!” I protest but chuckle, thinking about it. “He spent the night with Chelsea. She talked about it for a week straight.” I roll my eyes because even though I hooked up with Riley, I kept the details to myself.

“Does Summer know you’re here?” he asks, which catches me off guard slightly.

I exhale slowly and look down. “No. I didn’t tell anyone. She thinks I signed the papers, and everything got taken care of before my parents found out, but…”

“But what?” he pushes.

“They wouldn’t approve,” I admit softly. “They want a certain lifestyle for me and have been very vocal about that for as long as I can remember, so I knew telling them would only make things worse. Instead, I explained that I needed to clear my head and planned a road trip. I’ve done it a few times before, so they didn’t think anything about it. But the truth is, I needed time away from them and their expectations to really see what it was that I wanted.”

I look up and see his stony expression. “And what’s that, Zoey? What do you want?” His question comes out harsh, but I don’t blame him.

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” I say softly. “This past week has changed a lot for me, and I’m still trying to process it all. Standing up to my parents won’t be easy, it never has been, and I don’t want to disappoint them. If they knew I was here, they’d find a way to force me to come home.”

Riley narrows his eyes at me, dropping his fork. “Zoey, you’re twenty-one years old. You’re allowed to have your own life and want things for yourself that they might not agree with or condone, but that doesn’t mean you can’t have them.”

This is so not how I wanted our conversation to go. Talking about my overbearing parents always puts me in a sour mood.

“I know that, Riley, but it’s easier said than done. I couldn’t afford to move out, so I still live with them. And I’m a hairdresser, so it’s not like I’m rolling in a lot of money. I save as much as possible so I can escape from time to time, but when I’ve constantly lived in my sister’s shadow, it’s hard not to feel like a disappointment. After seeing the way your family is and how everyone loves each other unconditionally, it’s a bit much to take in. I wish I had that kind of support, but I don’t, so whatever I decide is going to change things. Whether it’s deciding to stay here or going home and living life the way they see fit—this trip will change everything.”

“What’s your heart telling you right now? What is it you want, Zoey? Don’t think about your parents or the consequences.”

This should be an easy answer. Stay here. Be with him. Make a life together.

But I don’t say any of those things.

“My heart is torn,” I say instead, lowering my eyes because I can’t bear to disappoint him.

“Zoey.” He says my name firmly, causing me to look at him. “Stay with me tonight.”

My lips tilt into a smile at the sweet way he’s looking at me. “Okay.”

*     *     *

“Sit still,” I repeat for the third time, laughing at his eagerness. After dinner, I asked if I could give him a haircut since it was starting to get long on the sides and in the back. Once I confirmed he had a grooming kit, I made him sit on a stool and wrapped a towel around his shoulders. “I’m going to give you a backward mohawk if you keep wiggling.”

“Then stop breathing on my neck and making my thoughts turn naughty,” he says, side-eyeing me.

“I have no clue what you’re talking about, Mr. Bishop.” I brush my fingers along his neck to wipe away pieces of hair.

“Really? Do you touch all your clients so seductively?”

“Of course. I work for tips, ya know?” I tease. “Why do you think my hands are so soft? I use lotion daily. It’s what keeps them coming back.”

“That’s not even funny,” he hisses.

“You know…” I move between his legs to make sure everything is even in the front and sides. “I wouldn’t have thought you’d be the possessive type when I first saw you. But…I can’t say I hate it.” I smirk, not looking into his eyes as I brush my fingers through his hair.

He grips my waist, then pulls me closer until I cave and bend down. Riley wraps a hand around my neck and brings our mouths together. “Only you’ve brought that out in me,” he says against my lips. “Knew you for a few hours and already wanted to murder any man who dared to look at you. And trust me, at those clubs, they were lookin’.”

I smile at his words. I’ve never met a man who was so open about his feelings and didn’t play any childish games, or hell, a man who actually paid attention to me instead of his phone.

“Well, I hadn’t noticed because my eyes were only focused on you,” I tell him honestly. “I was afraid if I blinked, you’d disappear or something.”

Riley grins, grabbing my thighs to pull me down to straddle him. “Are you done with my hair yet?”

Nodding, I wrap my arms around his neck and position myself on top of him. “That’ll be three hundred dollars, sir.”

Riley chokes, causing me to burst out laughing. “For a trim?”

“You’re paying for my upbeat and very personal service.”

“Oh, of course. How foolish of me not to consider that. Think you could take an IOU? I’m a little short on bullshit this month.” He brings our mouths closer.

“Hmm…I think we could arrange something.”


Chapter Thirteen


Riley

Having Zoey here for the past week has been amazing. We’ve quickly fallen into a routine, and I just wish I had more time. Eventually, she’ll decide if she’s staying permanently or returning to Arizona. It’s something I’ve tried to push to the back of my mind because losing her for good would be too much. I’m not stupid and understand her whole life is back in Phoenix. We can’t last forever the way we are now. Things will have to change.

At first, she was concerned that my family wouldn’t like her or accept our marriage, but I knew they’d see what I saw in her the first time we met. However, since we’re only testing this out, and they’ve already fallen in love with her, I won’t be the only heartbroken one if she leaves. The thought makes me fucking sick to my stomach.

I take a sip of water and watch my dad, changing the oil in a tractor.

“Wanna give me a hand?” he asks with grease on his face.

I walk over and pick up the spare parts.

“How are things going with the wife?” he asks, grabbing a wrench and removing bolts.

I snort. “Wow, it sounds weird when you ask me questions like that.”

“Well, you’re a married man now. My little baby boy is all grown up.” He chuckles.

“Shut up, Old Man.”

“You gonna make me a grandpa already?” He looks up at me with an arched eyebrow.

“Not planning on it yet.” This conversation is awkward as hell.

Dad replaces the oil filter and fills the tractor, then goes back to tightening everything the way it was. “Look, son. I know you got it bad when it comes to Zoey, but I want you to be careful. You two rushed into this quite fast, and I don’t want you to get hurt.” Dad searches my face, wiping his greasy hands on his pants. Mom’s gonna kill him. Trying to get stains out of his clothes is one of her pet peeves.

I look out over the horizon and focus on the rolling hills in the distance as I lean against the hot metal of the tractor. “I know.”

“You signed the annulment papers. She wouldn’t have sent them if she didn’t have doubts,” he continues. “Her life is in Phoenix. Is she really willing to give that up? Being here on the ranch in the middle of nowhere is a lot to take in. Trust me, it’s a huge change for those city girls, and it takes some adjusting. At first, it seems like a vacation, and then the newness wears off. We love it because it’s in our genes, but this life isn’t for everyone. You know that.”

I think back on all the things Zoey and I have talked about over the past week. Her parents, her life, her job, all of it. “If we’re meant to be, it will be. I’m not forcing anything, but I know deep in my heart she’s the one. The way she makes me feel, Dad. It’s real. There’s no pretending when we’re together. I don’t have any doubts.”

All he does is nod. I wonder if Ma is worried about me getting hurt too. Being married is a change, for damn sure, but one I’m willing to make. All I want is for Zoey to be happy. We deserve each other in a way that I don’t think most people understand. I know that down to the core of my being. Zoey. My wife. I’m completely in-fucking-fatuated with her. Though everything happened so quickly, it’s already impossible to imagine her not being in my life. I’ve never met anyone like her before.

“You know, it only took a few days for me to feel the same way about your mother, yet there was a point in my life when I didn’t know if I’d ever see her again, and it practically destroyed me. It worked out for us, but not everyone is so lucky. I support you and whatever you do. I know you’re smitten, that much is obvious, but marriage isn’t easy once the honeymoon phase wears off. There are ups and downs, and you gotta be able to communicate and work through them. Spend this time really getting to know her. Everything about her. The good, the bad, and the ugly. And she needs to know your quirks too.”

“Thankfully, I don’t have anything to hide. Open book right here.” I shrug.

Dad laughs. “Whatever you say.”

We finish working on the tractor, and he starts it up, then moves it back into the barn. After he hops off, I look at him.

“Mom put you up to talking to me, didn’t she?” I arch a brow at him, suspicious.

The smirk gives him away. “Even though I’m not concerned about you, she is. You’re a Bishop, so I know how this works. It’s hard for women to walk away from us because we’re so damn addicting.” He winks, not at all too proud to admit it.

I shake my head, chuckling. “And that’s exactly how I was born.”

After we’re finished, I check my phone and see I have a text from my mother to come over and pick up some leftovers. I show Dad, and he gives me a pointed look. Groaning, I release a slow breath. “Great.”

“Might as well call it a day. We’re pretty much done anyway. You better not make her wait. She’s on the night shift and will be leaving soon,” he tells me as I walk toward my truck.

I turn and look at him. “Anything else I need to know?”

“Just tell her you’re using protection,” he calls out, and I can see he’s laughing when he turns around.

“I am!” I yell. I hop in the truck and drive across the property to my parents’ house. I walk inside, take off my hat, and see Mom has containers stacked a mile high to the ceiling. Rowan’s digging in the fridge, and Mom is nowhere to be found.

“Oh.” She turns around and screams. “Who the fuck are you?”

I narrow my eyes at her and shake my head at her dramatics. “What’re you talking about?”

“Riley, thank God.” She holds her hand to her heart. “Didn’t recognize you without your shaggy hair. Looks like your wife is changing you already. Gettin’ haircuts and taking showers these days. Damn, ya got hitched and turned into a brand-new man. Who woulda thought?”

“Riley,” my mother calls out from behind me. I turn around and see her dressed in scrubs with her hair in a high ponytail. Mom loves her job at the hospital, taking care of premature babies. She gives Rowan a pointed look, and within a few seconds, Rowan slinks out of the kitchen, and it’s just us.

“Before you even say anything, we’re using protection,” I blurt out.

She tilts her head at me, giving me a confused look. “Good for you…”

I groan, realizing Dad set me up. “That’s not what you wanted to talk to me about?”

Letting out a soft laugh, she grins. “I didn’t want this food to go to waste. But I will admit I’m worried about you falling too hard and too fast, and then things not working out the way you want them to.”

Glancing over at her, I scrub my palms over my face and exhale deeply. “Do you like Zoey?” I ask as she places the containers in reusable bags.

I know I’m putting her on the spot, but I have to know.

She moves closer to me, patting my cheek as she’s done since I was a young boy. “Yes, I do. I think she’s a nice girl.”

“That’s all I need to know. Ma, I already got the speech from Dad today. I know y’all care about me and think this could end badly, but Zoey’s special, and it’s all gonna work out.”

“I don’t think a girl would come all this way for nothing, Riley. It’s obvious she genuinely cares about you. I see the way she looks at you. How she laughs at your jokes. There’s admiration there, and she respects you. But is it enough to keep her here?”

I nod, halfway wondering that myself but believe it is. “It’s enough right now.” My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I see it’s a text from Zoey telling me to meet her at the B&B in an hour. “I gotta go. I love you, Ma.” I give her a kiss on the cheek, grab the extra food, and leave. On the drive home, all I can do is smile, because I know my parents care enough about me to support what makes me happy.

I stack the containers in the fridge, jump in the shower, and wash away the grease and dirt from my day. As I’m leaving, Diesel saunters in looking exhausted as hell. He stupidly volunteered to help brand cattle today, which is hard as fuck, but he loves it.

“Oh look, it’s my best friend I never see anymore,” he says smugly, walking past me. “Bros before hoes!” He goes to the kitchen and grabs a beer, then plops down on the couch in his dirty, cow shit smelling clothes.

“Dude! You stink like ass, and you’re sitting on our furniture.” I walk over and kick his muddy boots off the coffee table.

He bursts out into a hefty laugh. “I do, don’t I? I should probably shower and call your sister since you won’t hang out with me anymore.”

Pretty sure he says things like that just to see the steam blow from my ears. “I’ll kick your ass!”

He puckers his lip and shrugs as if that consequence isn’t a good enough reason to stay away. “I’d deserve it because I don’t know boundaries, if you know what I mean.” He waggles his eyebrows at me, smirking like a dipshit.

“That’s fine. Just let my dad find out. That second son card will be revoked so quick,” I warn, but he’s waving me off and chuckling.

“Seriously, though, I don’t blame you for ditching me. If Zoey was here for me, I’d call in sick every day from blue balls.” Diesel shakes his head. “Don’t know how you’re surviving.”

“It’s only been a week,” I retort, though I’m wondering the same thing. “But I gotta run. She’s waiting for me. And stay away from my sister.” I jab my finger hard into his chest. “I’m serious.”

“We’ll see,” he taunts. “Don’t you want me as a brother-in-law?” He proceeds to kick off his dirty boots, dried mud falling on the floor.

“Hell no,” I say with a smirk. “That’ll be the day hell freezes over.”

He shrugs. “Imma make you an uncle one day!”

“Fuck off!” I yell before I leave.

Diesel knows exactly what to say to get under my skin. I’ve always been so damn protective of Rowan and hate that I can’t keep her away from all the assholes when she’s at college. Protecting her isn’t something I can do forever, and even though it might be useless, I can at least try to scare Diesel and any other local guys away. Rowan’s a grown ass woman and will do what she wants either way.

I listen to the pop station on the way over to the B&B, which reminds me of when Zoey and I danced in Vegas at the clubs, and when we slow danced at the Honky Tonk. I smile when I see her walking outside as I pull up and park.

“It’s almost as if you have a husband tracker on me or something,” I say once I pull her into my arms, then slant my mouth over hers. She moans, and I don’t know how much longer I can hold back. Just being around her lights a fire inside me, and it’s about to burn me alive.

“I missed you,” she admits, grinning. Hearing her say that is music to my ears.

I tilt her chin up and smile. “I missed you too, wifey.” It’s so easy being with her. I wish I could freeze time, and things could always feel this way.

“I really want to show you something!” Excitement fills her voice as she grabs my hand and leads the way.

As I glance over at her, a smile splits my face at how natural this feels as we walk past the horse barn toward the back of the property where Mila’s gardens are happily growing. She points to the little sign at the end of the row. I bend down and read it. Arizona Row. Zoey points out the three rows of vegetables that she planted and how the seedlings are already growing.

“Look at all of them.” She spins around proudly. “They germinated quickly. Mila says I have a green thumb.”

I move closer to her, and she wraps her arms around my neck. “That’s great, sweetheart. I can’t wait to eat them, whatever they are.”

She kisses me on my nose before breaking away, pointing out all the different vegetables she planted and how you can tell what it is by the shape of the leaves. Seeing her so happy like this makes me confident that she’s not going anywhere. I don’t even want to bring it up, but I know the clock is ticking, and soon, a decision will need to be made. I just hope it’s the right one for both of us.


Chapter Fourteen


Zoey

The past two weeks have been magical. I feel as if I’m living someone else’s life and can’t get over how in love I am with the ranch and how deeply I’m falling for Riley. Every day is different but somewhat the same. It’s scorching hot, but the water is cold, and the food is delicious, so I can’t even complain. The B&B serves some of the best meals I’ve ever eaten, and I’m getting spoiled by everyone being so friendly. I know it’s not fake either because the Bishops treat anyone who walks through that door like family regardless of their shape, size, or color. If you’re on the ranch, you’re family.

Earlier this week, Riley took me on a tour of Eldorado. It’s so cute and quaint like a town in a country Hallmark movie. I’d seen it once before when we went to the bar, but my nerves were so shot that it was hard to pay attention to anything other than my internal doubts. While we were there, Riley took me to the bakery Mila’s cousin, Kat, owns that specializes in all gluten-free pastries. She’s an extended part of the Bishop family and welcomed me just like one too. Her shop makes muffins and other treats for the B&B, which I’ve already tasted from there. Kat refused to let me leave without sending me off with a cupcake, slice of lemon cake, and a pudding pie, all gluten-free. She suggested we hold another ceremony for everyone to attend and even volunteered to bake us a wedding cake. While I couldn’t commit to the idea, it was an extremely generous offer because her desserts are to die for.

I’ve been spending a lot of my time with Mila in the greenhouses, and she’s been like an aunt to me who offers advice without judgment. She listens to me discuss my previous adventures, travels, and now being a newlywed. She explained how she met John and how it was awkward for them at first, considering he was a single dad and she was Maize’s nanny, but Maize has proudly called her Mom her whole life. Intelligent doesn’t even begin to describe Mila. I can’t help but wonder if life will always be this easy on the ranch. Could I always be this happy? As long as Riley is with me, I think so.

Last night when we were at the bar drinking and dancing, Riley told me he wanted to take me out today. After I had mentioned how much I loved hitting the trails at home, he insisted that we go, so we made plans to spend the day together since he’s off today. This ranch boasts at least twenty miles of trails, mostly for the horses, but they’re for hiking too. I’m so damn excited about it that I’m about ready to burst while I get dressed.

As soon as I walk downstairs, I see Riley coming toward me with a grin. He’s wearing a baseball hat, shorts, running shoes, and a T-shirt that hugs him in all the right places. I’m not used to seeing him in athletic wear, but it’s sexy as hell. In his hands, he’s carrying two packs, and when he approaches, he hands me one.

“Thought you’d want a Camelbak full of water. It’s gonna get hot out there coming back, and I don’t want you to get dehydrated,” he tells me, which I find so thoughtful. “I also packed some snacks.”

I gawk at him, looking at him like he’s a snack, and he notices. As he stands there, all delicious looking, all I think about is eating him up.

“Thanks,” I say with a sweet smile. While the sun peeks just barely over the horizon now, I know how hot it gets before lunch, so I’m thankful. I was just going to carry bottles.

“There aren’t any bears here, are there?” The concern on my face is evident.

He places his hand on my back and shakes his head. “No bears. Should be more concerned about rattlers than anything.”

My eyes go wide. “Snakes?”

“Don’t worry. I’ll protect you, wifey.” He winks, sending shivers up my spine—from both his gestures and my fear of getting bit. “I got us some walking sticks, and I’m not afraid to use it. Just be aware. Eyes always open and looking at the ground. You don’t want to get bit out here.” He leans over and grazes his teeth against the skin of my neck, and I laugh, pushing him away, though I can’t deny the goose bumps that surface. All it takes is one touch, and my whole body comes alive, wanting him in every way possible.

We walk out of the B&B and head down the blue trail. Riley and I walk side by side, keeping the same comfortable pace. Neither of us is in any hurry to be anywhere but here, together.

“So since the goal is to get to know each other better while you’re here, tell me whatcha wanna know. Ask me anything,” he says with a smirk. “Give me your best.”

I glance over at him and laugh. “Anything, anything?”

“If you have any burning questions”—he shrugs—“I have nothing to hide from you, Zoey. Trust is everything to me.” I swallow hard. Trust is everything.

“Hmm, okay. When did you lose your virginity?” I throw out. “And to who?”

He snorts. “That’s your burning question? I was sixteen, and it was with a girl I dated in high school. Dana Jones.”

“Where is she now?” I ask.

“I think she’s married with like four kids or something. I dunno, honestly. Didn’t keep up with her after we broke up. But I hear some through the town gossip mill.”

“Four kids? Geez. Did she start in high school or something? Wait, are they yours?” I tease.

“God, no. She married Billy Barnes right after graduation and basically popped them out one after another.”

I laugh, wondering if that’s common down here or something. According to his grandmother, women are basically expected to multiply as soon as they get hitched. Or at least that’s her philosophy.

“So what about you?” His arm brushes against mine, and I lean into him. “What’s your story?”

“Ha! Not much of a story. I was seventeen, and he was a guy I had dated for a short time, mostly to piss off my parents. Don’t know what he’s up to now. Probably in jail.” I laugh, but I’m not joking.

“What type of guys do your parents want you to date? I’m guessing not the bad boys.”

I swallow down a giant knot in my throat. “Doctor types.”

It feels dirty coming out of my mouth, and I hate that it’s even a thing.

“They wouldn’t approve of me, then?” he asks straightforwardly.

I glance at him, not wanting to hurt his feelings. “Truthfully?”

The boyish grin doesn’t leave his face as he nods.

“Probably not. My father has always wanted my sister and me to marry men who were of a certain prestige. Since he’s a doctor, he wanted us to become or marry one and raise them.” I groan just thinking about it.

“My mom’s a nurse, and my uncle and aunt practice; does that count for anything?” He chuckles, and it’s such an easygoing sound.

“If you were their kid, then maybe. But then they’d probably ask why you didn’t go to med school too and think something was wrong with you—the same way they treat me.” I roll my eyes, releasing a slow breath.

He grabs my hand. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” I ask.

“For feeling like you’re not good enough, but honestly, fuck ’em. As long as I’m good enough for you, by your standards, that’s all that matters to me. I didn’t marry them. I married you.”

I stop, and so does he. Searching his face, I grab his hands and pull him closer. “You’re too good for me, Riley Bishop. I don’t deserve you. Or the kindness you or your family has shown me. None of it.” Guilt weighs heavy on my chest almost to the point of smothering me. I need to tell him the full truth of why I’m here before it blows up in my face, but I don’t want to ruin our time together.

“Why would you say that?” Confusion is written all over his face as he pinches his brows.

I shake my head. “I think about the past two weeks and how incredible and welcoming you’ve been, and then I think about the future and everything. It’s just a little overwhelming.”

He sucks in a deep breath and runs his fingers across my cheek. “Then how about we don’t? Let’s just focus on the now.”

Tipping my chin up, he crushes his lips to mine, and I inhale his scent. He’s all I can smell. I’m completely and utterly encapsulated by him as he steals my breath away. Nothing else in the entire world matters at this moment. The only thing that pulls us apart is the sound of feet shuffling down the trail, and I see one of the women who’s also staying at the B&B.

“Don’t mind me, kids,” she tells us as she walks past us, and we both hold back our laughter.

Riley leans forward and gives me another peck on the lips, and we continue. “Mrs. Dennison has the worst timing.”

“Yeah, she does because if she would’ve been a minute later, I might’ve been riding you like a horse,” I whisper.

He swallows hard and adjusts himself. “Don’t you dare tease me, woman.”

My laughter echoes on the path. Our conversation becomes lighthearted as we travel farther down the trail until we end up at a lookout on a hill. The trees are sparse, but we take cover from the brutal sun under one. We’re both sweaty, but the smiles on our faces don’t falter as we eat the granola bars he packed. Though it’s hot, I can’t seem to sit close enough to him under the shade. I could stay right here in this spot for the rest of my life. I’ve found my solace.

Riley and I stay like that for another thirty minutes before it’s time to go.

“If you could do or have anything in the world, what would it be?” he asks as we head back.

“Change someone’s life for the better,” I say without thinking about it.

He falls in line beside me and holds my hand. “You’ve already done that, Zoey.”

A blush hits my cheeks. He knows exactly what to say and when to say it. “I think I’m always searching for happiness. It’s one of the reasons I do things on a whim, like travel and hike alone. It’s all about the adventure to finding what’s missing.”

“What about now?”

I glance over at him and smile, not even having to lie. “I’m the happiest I’ve ever been in my life.”

That adorable boyish grin touches his lips as we continue.

“What about you?”

“Now that I have you, I have everything in the world. And as crazy as it sounds, I’m doing exactly what I want to do. I work on the ranch with my family and have a hot wife. My life is made.” He snickers, but his sexy smile is genuine.

“Well damn, you’re easy to please,” I tease. “I like that. A simple life on the ranch.”

In the distance, I can see the B&B, and I’m sad our time together is almost up, but the sun has also kicked our asses, and we’re sweating like crazy.

Riley brushes his hand over his chin, scrubbing through his facial hair as if he’s contemplating his next words. “Could you see yourself spending forever here?” he asks me as we make our way up the back steps of the B&B. I turn around and look out at the land, see the sun high in the sky, and can hear laughter inside. From the corner of the barn, the edge of one of Mila’s beautiful gardens is visible, and I think of everything I’ve experienced so far.

“That’s still to be determined. Is there Wi-Fi?” I joke, but deep down, I know I do. The ranch is one of the only places I’ve ever felt at home and comfortable in my own skin. There isn’t another place like it.

With a quick swoop, Riley picks me up and swings me over his shoulder, carrying me inside the B&B like a caveman.

“Oh my God! Put me down!” I can’t stop laughing as I try to wiggle free from his strong grasp.

“Riley Bishop,” his father says from a table. “Stop acting like that around the guests.”

Riley lets out a booming laugh and sets me on my feet, and I playfully slap at him. “Listen to your father!”

“That old man? I’m married now and can do what I want!”

When his father stands and crosses his arms over his chest, glaring at him, Riley backs down quickly.

“That’s what I thought,” his dad says with a chuckle. “I might be an old man, but I’m not too old to whip your ass.”

We sit with Alex and eat lunch as he talks about all the trouble Riley used to get into on the ranch. I laugh until I nearly choke on my food. It’s safe to say he was a mischievous little kid, always getting into trouble and finding new ways to scare his parents.

Once our plates are empty, I tell Riley I need a shower. He’s yawning and admits he wants to take a nap, which he deserves because he works like crazy. Before we say our goodbyes, we make plans to watch a movie later tonight.

I climb the stairs two at a time and rip my sweaty clothes off as soon as I walk into my room. I soak in the big iron tub and let the hot water soothe my sore muscles. We hiked nearly eight miles today, and my legs and feet feel every step. After I’m done washing my hair and body, I get out and see a missed call from my sister. Knowing I can’t avoid her forever, I immediately call her back.

“Summer!” I say as soon as she answers.

“So you’re alive?” she says dramatically. “That’s good to know!” The sarcasm in her tone is evident, and I feel bad that I haven’t stayed in contact with her. “I’ve been worried about you. Are you making your way back home?”

I stand at the window with a big fluffy towel wrapped around my body and look out at the land. “No, I don’t think I am yet.”

“What? You said you’d be gone for only two weeks, Zoey. Are you sure you’re okay?”

I smile. “Yeah, I’m totally fine. I just decided to stay a little longer.”

“Where are you exactly?” She’s laying on the questions thick, and I don’t want to lie to her, but I also don’t want to tell her every detail of what’s going on. While she knows about the marriage with Riley, she has no clue I’m here with him, and I’m not so sure she’d approve. This is something I had to do on my own; a decision I have to make without any outside noise—not even hers.

“I’m in Texas, enjoying my life before everything goes back to being so serious,” I explain, and while I expect her to scold me, she doesn’t, though by her tone, I think she’s suspicious.

“Okay, I understand that. Just please take care of yourself. Promise me.” She sounds worried, and I hate that I can’t tell her the whole truth. I trust my sister, but I don’t trust that my parents couldn’t get the info out of her.

“I’m having the time of my life, and I’ve never been happier.”

She laughs. “Well as long as you’re happy, that’s all that matters. And that you’re coming home soon. We miss you.”

“I miss you too,” I tell her before we say our goodbyes. I change into a sundress, then collapse on the bed and close my eyes. Hours later, I’m woken up by the sound of my phone vibrating and see it’s a text from Riley, telling me he’s making dinner and to come over in thirty.

I get up and look out the window and see the sun has made its way across the sky. When I check the time, it’s nearly five.

Pulling my hair into a messy bun, I slip on some flip-flops and hop in my car. I haven’t driven anywhere in a couple of weeks since Riley usually drives. When I pull up to his house, it looks like every light is on, and knowing he’s planned something for us tonight makes me smile. Instead of knocking, I walk straight into the kitchen and see him adding shredded cheese to the top of a handmade pizza. I wrap my arms around his back, and he jumps, then turns around.

“Holy shit. I thought you were Diesel,” he barks out with a laugh.

“Is that how he normally greets you?” I snort, arching a suspicious brow. “Do I have some competition?”

Riley pulls me into his arms, resting his back against the counter. “There’d never be anyone compared to you.” He buries his face in my neck. “You smell so fucking good.”

“You do too.” When he pulls back, I greedily press my lips against his, wanting all of him.

“Whoa, baby. Keep that up, and this pizza won’t make it into the oven.”

I giggle, shrugging. “I bet you’d taste better anyway.”

He growls at my comment, acting tortured. “You’re so beautiful,” he says, searching my face and running his gaze down my body. “I’m so fucking lucky.”

I kiss him again, never wanting this paradise to end. We eventually pull apart, and Riley slides the pizza into the oven. After he starts the timer, he pours us each a glass of wine. As I take a sip, I look at his twinkling blue eyes over the rim of the glass.

“So…” I begin, inhaling a deep breath to collect my thoughts. “I know I said I was staying for two weeks, but I’m thinking of extending my visit. If you’d be okay with that, of—”

“Abso-fucking-lutely,” he blurts out before I can finish.

When the words leave his lips, I feel as if I’m floating. The way he looks at me, treats me, kisses me—it’s everything I’ve ever wanted and needed. Life without Riley Bishop wouldn’t be worth living, and I had to make sure, though my heart already knew the answer. Once I make an official decision, my entire life will change. For the better.

Riley leads me to the living room, and we take a seat on the couch. “Next week is Independence Day. Grandma and Grandpa Bishop always have a party behind their house with a huge fireworks display. Everyone brings food, and we make a whole day out of it. Come with me.”

“That sounds like a blast. I’ve never really done anything on the Fourth of July,” I tell him, setting my wine glass on the coffee table, then I take his and put it next to mine to free his hands.

“I’m so fucking glad you’re staying longer,” he says with a wide grin.

I take the opportunity to straddle his lap, and when I grind my hips down on him, I feel his hard length. I move forward and capture his lips with mine, wrapping my arms around his neck and rocking my body against his. I need this man like I need air, and the only thing that stops us from continuing is the timer beeping in the kitchen.

“Let the motherfucker burn,” Riley whispers against my lips, his palms cupping my ass and pulling me closer.

I let out a laugh. “But I’m starving,” I say, my head dizzy from him.

“I’m starving too…for you, but shit, I don’t want to set the place on fire.” He lets out a frustrated growl as I crawl off him. Standing, he adjusts himself, and I giggle at his scowl. I follow him into the kitchen, and he removes the pizza from the oven, the edges already dark and crisp.

“This is your fault,” he says with a smirk.

“It’s just a little burnt,” I tease.

“I was talking about this.” He cups his dick through his jeans, and I laugh, knowing I’m feeling just as sexually frustrated. However, it’s probably a good thing we stopped ourselves since we’re using this time to get to know each other better. Regardless of how tempting it is.

Riley Bishop’s the whole package, and he’s mine.


Chapter Fifteen


Riley

Today’s the family’s big Fourth of July party, and I’m so excited Zoey decided to stay longer so she wouldn’t miss it. These past few weeks have been some of the best of my life, and I want her here permanently. Ever since last weekend, when she said she wasn’t leaving just yet, I’ve been toying with the idea of telling her how I really feel. If she’s willing to take the risk, then so am I. Confessing that I’ve fallen in love with her might be what she needs to hear to solidify our relationship.

Every morning when I wake up, I’m grateful, but now I have more to look forward to. I love seeing Zoey randomly throughout my day and meeting up with her when I’m able. The way she’s bonded with my cousins and has grown closer to everyone confirms us being together is right.

When we hung out last Saturday, things heated up between us as they typically do, but this time, we almost didn’t stop. The truth is, I’m ready to be one-hundred percent married to her and move her into my house. I want to wake up with her every morning and fall asleep with her in my arms. It’s all I think about, and tonight, I’m more determined than ever to tell her. Even if I’m risking my heart, I need to lay it all out there.

Diesel and I are up earlier than normal to get a head start since we’ll be cutting our workday short. Though we’ll be helping with the party and fireworks, the animals still need to be fed and watered.

“You ready to blow shit up tonight?” Diesel taunts as we make our way back to the shop and wrap everything up for the day. “I overheard Rowan is bringing a guy. You ready for that?”

I snap my head toward him, brows furrowed in confusion. This is news to me. “Who? What guy?”

Rowan’s twenty and plenty old enough to date, but it doesn’t mean I want her to. Most guys around here are idiots and will never be good enough for my little sister.

“I don’t know; some dude she met at the bar. Told you it was a bad idea for her to work there,” he huffs, and I can’t tell if he’s genuinely concerned about it or just jealous. My guess is on the latter, but I know every person in this town, so he better be a decent guy, or he’s going to be meeting my fist.

“So I guess that means you’ll be taking it out on the fireworks tonight?” I snicker, opening up the shop door and walking in.

Fisher’s in the office, organizing the desk. “Done already?” he asks, then looks up.

“Yep,” I answer.

“Because we fuckin’ rock,” Diesel adds. “Gotta get ready for the party.”

“Is it gonna be a problem that I come tonight?” Fisher asks me, but then his gaze goes to Diesel.

“No, why would it?” I ask, then walk to the fridge for a water.

“Well, I’d be bringing Gretchen. But if it’s gonna be a problem, then I won’t.” Fisher crosses his arms over his chest, but he’s not being a dick about it. He’s asking because he’s honestly trying not to cause issues, so I respect that.

“D?” I ask, tilting my chin at him. “You gonna be on your best behavior later, or am I gonna have to kick my best friend’s drunk ass afterward?”

He scoffs, stealing the bottle from my grip. “Like you could.” He unscrews the top and gulps half of it down, then turns to Fisher. “Yeah, man, it’s fine. I won’t say anything.”

My brows rise, impressed by how mature he’s being. “Good man, Diesel.” I pat his shoulder, yanking my water back. “But that doesn’t mean you can fuck up whoever Rowan’s bringing.”

Diesel points at me, his eyes narrowed. “Now that I didn’t agree to.”

I roll my eyes and wave to Fisher, telling him we’ll see him later. Diesel and I head to my truck and drive home to shower and clean up before the party.

While I wait for Diesel’s slow ass to get out of the shower, I sit on the couch and take out my phone.

Riley: You excited to see some real fireworks tonight?

Zoey: I sure am, cowboy, though I’ve been feeling sparks for weeks ;)

Riley: Are you hittin’ on me, wife?

Zoey: Maybe. What if I am?

Riley: I’d say don’t bother wearing any clothes tonight.

Zoey: Are all cowboys as dirty as you?

Riley: I wouldn’t know…but this one…is only for you.

Zoey: I like that your grandmother thinks I’m a sweet, innocent angel. She even told me yesterday when I was helping her bake for today. I’d hate to tarnish that image.

Riley: What my grandma doesn’t know won’t kill her. It’ll be our little secret :)

Zoey: You’re relentless…

Riley: It’s your fault. Stop looking sexy as hell and eye-fucking me every time you see me.

Zoey: Oh do I? Sorry, that was meant for Diesel. My bad.

I growl even though she can’t hear me and send her an unamused emoji face. Immediately, I get a laughing emoji, then two red hearts.

Riley: I’ll kill him.

Zoey: Turtlenecks and sweatpants from now on. Don’t go murdering anyone.

Riley: Doesn’t matter what you wear. I’ll be picturing you naked either way.

Zoey: OMG…you are naughty.

Riley: I am…you should spank me.

Zoey: LOL… I’m done with you. BYE.

“You gonna shower, or are ya just gonna sit there with a dumb grin on your face?” Diesel asks as he walks into the living room fully dressed.

“Yeah, might be an extra-long one, though.” I chuckle, sliding my phone into my pocket.

“Is this where you tell me to get lost tonight?” He deadpans. “Go find somewhere else to stay?”

“Yep,” I say, smiling. “Pack your bag and get the fuck out.”

“You could at least have some damn manners, asshole!” he shouts as I make my way down the hallway.

“Pack your bag and get the fuck out, please,” I repeat.

Less than an hour later, I’m ready, but Diesel drove himself. I feel a tad guilty for kicking him out of his own place, but there’s plenty of room at the ranch hand quarters. Plus, if Zoey does stay permanently, he’d have to move out anyway. I wouldn’t have my wife move in here with Diesel as our roommate if we’re trying to give our marriage a real shot. He’ll be all right, though I’m certain he already knows things between Zoey and me are serious.

I lock the house, then walk out to my truck. Before driving off, I send Zoey a text.

Riley: Meet me at the horse barn in five.

Zoey: What are you up to?

Riley: You’ll see.

After parking by the B&B, I walk over to the horses and am getting their saddles ready when Zoey enters, looking sexier than usual. Though that’s not really possible because she always looks amazing.

Her golden hair is curled into soft waves and pulled up halfway. Though she usually wears a more natural look, I notice her eyes are darker, and her lipstick is brighter.

“Lookin’ quite fancy for a barbecue…” I say, grabbing her hand. Taking a step back, I purposely trail my eyes up and down her body. “Are you tryin’ to kill me or something?”

She chuckles, closing the gap between us. “Can’t a wife look good for her husband?”

I swallow hard, loving the way that sounds coming from her. “Baby, you always look good.”

“So why are we in here?” she asks after I press a kiss to her lips. “Isn’t the party at your grandma’s?”

“Yep, and we’re going in style.”

“On the horses?”

“Yeah, we’ll bring them back before the fireworks show so they don’t get spooked, but this way, we can have a fun ride there. Ready?” I ask, then finish tightening the cinch on the saddle.

“As long as the horse doesn’t try to kill me again.” She deadpans. Her expression makes me laugh.

“If you’re gonna live on a ranch, you gotta learn to ride, sweetheart,” I say, studying her face.

She inhales a deep breath, then nods. “Okay, fine. But I’m keeping my eye on you, Sunshine.” She pets the horse’s nose before I help lift her up. After I make sure she’s settled and secure, I jump on Gable and lead us out.

“Are you sweatin’ yet?” I tease as we ride to the main house.

“I’ve been sweating since the second I arrived.”

I laugh at her dramatic eye roll. “Well, that’s why you need a hat.”

“Pretty sure it’d mess up my hair,” she taunts, keeping her horse steady with mine.

“What happened to you being all adventurous and livin’ life on the edge?” I pop a brow at her, grinning.

“I’m a hairstylist…” she reminds me. “Messy hair is a hard limit.”

That causes me to bellow out a laugh. “No one cares about hair here, baby. I’m buying you a hat tomorrow.”

“Can it at least be a pretty color?”

Shaking my head, I bite down on my lip to keep from laughing at her again. “You’ve been here for almost three weeks. Have I taught you nothing?”

“Just because I don’t dress like a Texan doesn’t mean I can’t have the spirit of one,” she tells me matter-of-factly, and before I can respond, Zoey’s digging her heels into Sunshine who bolts into a full gallop.

For a split second, I panic, but then she quickly looks over her shoulder and flashes me a smirk.

There’s my adventurous girl.

I kick Gable and rush after her. When I finally catch up, she’s laughing and smiling so wide, and it causes me to do the same.

“What the hell was that?” I ask once we both slow down.

“I’ve been taking some lessons,” she admits shyly.

“You have?” My jaw drops. “When?”

“While you’re at work. I didn’t want to embarrass myself again,” she confesses. “But I also really wanted to see the shock on your face, like right now.” She chuckles.

“Uh yeah, considered me shocked as hell. I can’t believe you did that.” I reach and pull her reins until she’s close enough for me to touch. Cupping her face, I bring our lips together, tasting her sweetness as she hums against me. “So which bastard gave you lessons behind my back?”

Zoey laughs, pushing against my chest. “I promised I wouldn’t rat him out.”

“Him?” I raise my brows.

“Calm down, cowboy. He only touched my ass twice, and once was an accident.”

My jaw tightens as I narrow my eyes at her. “Not funny, woman.”

Zoey is the only woman I’ve ever felt possessive over, and I’m quite sure she knows it too with the way she taunts me.

“Was it Fisher?” I ask when she repositions herself upright on the saddle, creating space between us. When she doesn’t answer, I keep asking. “I doubt it was Diesel; he’d tell me. In fact, he’d brag about it, so it can’t be him. One of my uncles? My grandfather?” He’s in his sixties and still rides, but he’s been pretty quiet, not giving an opinion about the marriage.

Zoey picks up her speed, making me chase after her. “Are you really not gonna tell me?”

She smirks, staying silent. Dammit.

“Colton?” I ask, then feel dumb for not guessing him first, considering he’s the one who gives lessons here. She turns toward me with a grin and shrugs. “I’m gonna kill him.”

She chuckles and shakes her head. “He was a complete gentleman. His wife even took some pictures for me so I could show my sister. Summer nearly choked when I sent them.”

“So Colton and Presley knew? But I didn’t?” His wife’s a photographer, so it makes sense.

“It was a surprise!”

“Do I get to see these pictures?” I ask as we approach our stop.

“Maybe. If you stop being a baby.” The corner of her lips tilts up.

I glower at her. “So you’d be okay with me getting my haircut by the stylist in town? Mary Sue is very flirty.”

“Mary Sue?” She snorts loudly. “I’m guessing she’s at least sixty and has been cutting your hair since you were a toddler. And you had to be held down because you were a wild child, amiright?”

“I’m gonna kill my mother for telling you that story.” I grunt because she already knew the details.

“Actually, it was Rowan.” She throws her head back and laughs.

I groan. Too many women in my family love to gossip.

We tie up the horses and walk hand in hand to the large backyard where picnic tables are set up. Grandma always invites half the town, which means a lot of food and people. Zoey immediately walks up and strikes up a conversation with everyone. She fits in so well; it’s as if she’s lived here all her life.

I leave Zoey with my mom and cousins while I help my uncles and Diesel set up the fireworks. They buy thousands of dollars’ worth every year, and this time is no different. A huge trailer is packed with all different types and sizes. Most of them aren’t legal, but out here in the middle of nowhere, it isn’t an issue. The sheriff and his wife come too.

Once it’s time to eat, I return and sit with Zoey, who’s talking to Rowan and some guy I don’t know.

“Who’s this?” I ask, setting a plateful of food in front of me.

“Trace,” Rowan answers happily. “He just moved here from Missouri. His parents are friends with the Cottons, and he’s living with them until he gets his own place. His job transferred him to San Angelo.”

“How old are you?” I ask before taking a bite of my burger. My dad mans the grill each year and does a kick-ass job on the meat.

“Riley!” Rowan scolds. “Be nice.”

“I’m just askin’! Geez.”

“I’m twenty-seven.”

I choke on my food, and Zoey pats me on the back, holding in her laughter. Rowan’s face pales because she knows I’m about to lose my shit.

“You’re too old to be around my sister,” I tell him matter-of-factly. “Best you hang around girls your own age. Try the senior center.”

Rowan rolls her eyes, then kicks my leg under the table. “You’re not the boss of me.”

“Do Mom and Dad know? Or do I get the pleasure of relaying the news?” I smirk, knowing that’ll shut her up.

“Mom has no problem with it. Plus, we’re just hanging out.” She looks at whatever the hell his name is and smiles. Fuckin’ great. Now I have to kill him.

“You just turned twenty,” I say.

“Really? Damn, I’d forgotten.” Her sarcasm isn’t lost on me.

When I look up, I see Diesel and wave him over. He’ll fix this little issue.

“Riley, don’t…” Zoey whispers, but it’s too late. He’s already heading this way.


Chapter Sixteen


Zoey

I love how Riley and Rowan are close, and that he’s so protective of her. However, I feel bad because he’s embarrassed the shit out of her. Rowan and I have grown closer recently, and she mentioned Trace and how excited she was that he was coming today. Now my husband is playing macho big brother, and before I can stop it, Diesel struts over, looking like he wants to crush Trace. He could without even trying.

It’s no secret Diesel has a thing for Rowan, but she’s off-limits. Riley would never approve, though if Rowan really liked Diesel, she wouldn’t care what he thought. But I also think Diesel respects his friendship with Riley too much to push it.

“’Sup?” Diesel sits down on the other side of Rowan, so close their arms touch.

“We’re just meeting Rowan’s new friend here,” Riley says, the sarcasm evident in his tone. “Trace, right?”

“Nice to meet ya,” Diesel says, leaning forward and holding his hand out across Rowan. She looks horrified. “I’m Diesel.”

Trace shakes his hand, giving him a wary look. “Diesel? Interesting name. Nice to meet you, too.”

“Not my real name,” he says, sitting back in his seat. “But everyone calls me that and knows not to mess with me.”

Oh my God. I see the mortified look on Rowan’s face.

“Diesel’s like an annoying brother,” Rowan explains, swallowing hard. “Which means I have two of them to deal with.” She gives Riley a pointed look.

“Wouldn’t know much about that,” Trace says. “I only had a younger sister, but she’s from my dad’s second marriage and ten years younger than me.”

“So then you know about being a protective big brother,” Riley says with an edge to his tone.

Rowan gives me a look, pleading for me to do something.

“Who wants dessert?” I blurt, standing. “Honey, come with me. I told your grandma I’d help cut the pies.”

“I’m fine right here.”

Leaning down, I press my lips to his ear. “I promise to make it worth your while.”

His back stiffens, and I officially have his attention. Riley stands, then gives Rowan one more look before raising his brows to Diesel and tilting his head toward Trace. Diesel grins and gives him a head nod in return.

Once we’re far enough away, I grab his arm. “What was that back there? Did you and Diesel just do some bro-code language or something?”

“I was telling him to keep an eye on them and not to let them out of his sight.”

I shake my head. “You’re too much sometimes.”

“Isn’t that what you love about me, though?” Riley turns and wraps his arms around me. I can’t even be mad about how protective he is of his little sister, especially when he looks at me with lust in his eyes. The way he throws around the L word should scare me, but it doesn’t. I’ve been falling for Riley since the moment we met, and when we’re together, I fall harder. I learn something new about him every day, and every day, I find it nearly impossible to leave. I’ve already decided I want to be here as long as he’ll have me. I want this relationship to work more than anything, but I have to break the news to my parents first. Somehow.

“She’s not a kid anymore, babe. You have to let her make her own decisions, even if you don’t agree with them.”

He grunts, disagreeing, which makes me laugh. “He’s way too old for her. What does a twenty-seven-year-old want with a twenty-year-old anyway? He can’t get anyone his own age?”

“Age doesn’t matter if he’s the right one,” I counter. “Are you saying I should’ve denied you had you been twenty-seven? Rowan and I are nearly the same age, remember.”

“That’s different.” His jaw locks.

I snort, pushing his chest. “That’s called being a hypocrite.”

As the sun dips below the horizon, everyone lies under the stars, anxiously awaiting the firework display. Riley took the horses back a couple of hours ago and returned with his truck and blankets for us. He normally helps the guys set up, but Diesel volunteered so Riley could stay behind and enjoy them with me.

At the sound of the first boom, I jump, and Riley holds me tighter. “Whoa, it’s really loud!”

He laughs, then presses a kiss to my temple. “Guess that means you better get closer.”

The show is amazing, better than I’ve ever seen. It goes on for over an hour before the grand finale starts. There are dozens of beautiful, glittering bursts that nearly leave me breathless. His uncles laugh as they continuously shoot red, silver, and blue fireworks into the night sky. Eventually, the booms end, and everyone cheers.

“Wow…” I say, impressed as hell. “I can see why so many people come out here.” There’s not a bad seat in the place.

“I’m so glad you liked it.” He bends down and kisses me. “Bishops believe in traditions, and this is one of many.”

“I don’t doubt it.” I sigh. “The only traditions my family have are work related. I’m convinced my parents forgot how to have fun.”

“Well, I hope to always be around to remind you.” He tilts my chin so our eyes lock. “Will you stay over tonight?”

I chew on my lip to prevent answering too quickly and embarrassing myself. The last time I stayed with him, we fooled around and cuddled. It was amazing, but we didn’t cross the line. Though he’s looking at me like he wants to now. “Uhh, sure. I mean, your bed’s probably more comfortable than the one at the B&B.”

He narrows his eyes at me. “I’m gonna need a better response than that, woman.”

“Because you’ll keep me warm?”

“Try again.”

Inhaling a deep breath, the corner of my lips tilts up. “Fine.” Then I lean forward and bring my mouth to his ear. “So we can not sleep all night.”

I pull back to watch his reaction. He’s staring as if he’s waiting for me to say I’m only kidding. But I’m not.

“Better? Or should I ask some other man around here to—”

Before I can finish, Riley has me on my back with my hands pinned down. He’s towering over me with a devilish grin on his face, pressing his hips into mine, and I feel how hard he is. “You have any idea how fuckin’ lucky you are that we aren’t alone at the moment?” He leans in even closer, and his lips brush mine. “Because I’d be ripping off your clothes and sliding inside you right now.”

The deep growl of his voice sends a shiver down my spine. Yes. My body is begging for him again.

Swallowing hard, I pull back just enough to look into his eyes. “Then you better take me home, cowboy.”

He arches a brow as if he’s not sure I’m serious. “I only have so much willpower, so if you aren’t ready, I understand, but don’t test my self-control and say stuff like that. It’s about to fuckin’ snap.”

I grin, reaching over and finding his thickness between his legs. “Let’s test that theory, shall we?”

“Zoey,” he warns, his eyes struggling to stay open as I touch him.

“Take. Me. Home,” I say slowly, but only loud enough for him to hear as I press my palm harder over his jeans.

“Goddammit,” he hisses between his teeth, then he grabs my hands and pulls me up.

The moment we’re both standing, he picks up the blankets, then leads us through the crowd of people without saying anything to anyone. Giggling at his eagerness, I quickly wave goodbye to Rowan as he walks faster.

“You’re going to make me trip,” I say, laughing. Without a response, Riley turns toward me and scoops me up caveman style. He hauls me over his shoulder, then continues walking fast.

“Riley!” I shout, slapping his tight ass. “This wasn’t what I meant!”

“Too late, sweetheart.” He sets me down on my feet when we arrive at his truck. “Get in. Now.”

My eyes widen at his harsh tone, and he jogs to the driver’s side and jumps in.

“Don’t worry, I told Diesel to get lost tonight.”

I chuckle at his smirk and the way he waggles his brows at me. “Oh, so you planned this?”

“Since the moment you arrived.” He winks.

On the drive back to his house, I notice he’s definitely going faster than usual. The smile on my face is obnoxious, but I can’t help it. I’ve been waiting for this since I arrived, just as eager and anxious as him.

“You lookin’ at me like you want to eat me for dessert isn’t helping, Zoey,” he warns in that deep tone again.

“Now you know what you’ve been doing to me,” I counter, smirking. “Being a gentleman, all considerate and charming, always kissing me so sweetly, and inhaling my scent when you nuzzle my neck. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.”

He shakes his head now, grinning. “That’s all it took, huh?”

“Shut up.” I chuckle, then turn serious. “It took finding the right one. It’s because you’re different than any guy I’ve ever met.”

We finally get to his house, and he nearly drags me out of the truck after he parks. Because Riley’s in such a hurry, he drops his keys, fumbling to unlock the house. Once we’re inside, he backs me up until I’m leaning against the cool wood of the door. His mouth and hands are on me, cupping my face as he slides his tongue between my lips. When my moans turn greedy, he deepens the kiss.

My hands go to the hem of his shirt, lifting it until he gets the hint and pulls it over his head. I kick off my shoes and remove my top. His fingers find the button and zipper of my denim shorts, sliding them down until they reach my ankles, and I kick them away, leaving me standing in only my bra and panties. Our breaths mix in heavy pants, eager to have each other.

It’s more than obvious that there’s always been more between us. Our conversations are easy, the attraction is mutual, and our chemistry is so hot it could burn. I want nothing more than to be Riley’s wife and start our life together here. I know I need to explain what happened after Vegas and why I sent those annulment papers, but right now seems like the worst possible time to tell him.

“Riley…” I moan as he pushes my panties to the side and slides a finger up my slit. “Fuck.” My head falls back against the door as his thumb rubs my clit. My arms tighten around his neck as I pull him closer. “Don’t stop.”

“Hell no. How could I when you sound so goddamn sweet?” He wraps his hand around my throat, and our mouths slam together as he sinks a finger inside me. “You’re so wet, baby. You want this?”

My breathing is rapid as my heart tries to catch up with my thoughts that are going a thousand miles an hour. “Yes. God, yes.”

“Tell me, Zoey.” He sucks my neck before his breath brushes over my ear. Then he adds a second finger, thrusting harder and faster. “Tell me what you want.”

“You,” I say, digging my nails into his biceps. “I want you.”

“Yeah?” I feel him smile against my cheek. “Because I want to fuckin’ devour you, sweetheart. I want you fallin’ asleep in my bed every night and wakin’ up next to me every morning. I want to eat dinner with you, fight over the remote, and take horseback rides at sunset. I want you here—in my life—permanently.”

My pulse beats hard in my neck as he says the most perfect things to me. My breath hitches as I take in his words because I want all of that too. I hate leaving at night and not seeing him first thing in the morning even though we spend as much time together as we can. But it’s not enough anymore. We both want more.

Heat rushes between my legs as he continues his sweet assault on my pussy. I ache for more of him. I want all of him.

“I love you,” I whisper, fighting to keep my eyes open so I can look at him. He slows his movements, then pulls back to study me.

“You stole the words right out of my head,” he says with a chuckle, smiling as he cups my face and slants his mouth over mine. “I fell in love with you so quick and fast, but I didn’t want to scare you away.”

“Nothing is scary with you,” I admit. “I know this is probably crazy, but I don’t care. Falling in love with you was the last thing I expected, but I can’t imagine anything else now.”

“Does this mean you’re staying?” Riley asks, brushing his thumb over my cheek. “Please tell me you are.”

Smiling, I nod as tears threaten to fall. “I have to tell my family, in person, but then yes, I’ll be back.”

“Let me go with you. We can tell them together.” My heart races at the thought of them meeting Riley as my husband and having to face the consequences.

“Maybe,” I offer. “They’ll be in shock.”

“Well, I’ll come to support you if you want me to, but if not, I understand.” Riley tilts my chin, pressing a light kiss to my lips. “As long as you come back to me.”

Wrapping my arms around him and pulling him closer, I nod. “Always.” I inhale a sharp breath. “Now make love to your wife.”

“Jesus fuck, yes.” He moans as our bodies collide, and he lifts me under my knees until my legs wrap around him. “I’ve been going through withdrawals.”

I giggle as he walks us through the house and into his bedroom. Riley places me on the bed, then removes the rest of his clothing except his boxers. “I’m taking my time with you, baby. No drunken quickies.”

My eyes widen. “That was a quickie last time?” I wasn’t sober in the least in Vegas, but I’ll never forget being with him.

Riley flashes a devilish grin and nods. He kneels on the bed between my legs and cups my ass, dragging me closer to his face. The moment I feel his hot mouth over the thin material of my panties, I’m ready to combust. He slides them down before finding my clit and sucking hard. The way he teases me with his tongue and fingers has me driving closer over the edge, screaming his name and needing relief.

“Riley, please…” I beg, arching my hips and wiggling beneath him. “I’m so close.”

He responds by removing his fingers and sinking his tongue inside me while using his thumb to rub circles against my clit. The sensation is enough to drive me insane. I’m so damn close to exploding. I love the way his beard scratches my thighs and pussy as he moves his face around, torturing me in the most pleasurable way.

My fingers tangle in his hair, and I widen my legs for him. When he slides up and circles his tongue against my clit, everything goes black.

“Yes, yes, yes…right there.”

Riley applies just the right amount of pressure to set me off, causing my body to shake and tremble.

“Oh my God…” I finally manage to say. My chest rises and falls as I catch my breath. I feel him smile against my thigh as he presses a kiss there.

“I can die a happy man now that I’ve felt you come against my tongue, sweetheart.” He towers over me, grinning. “You wanna taste?”

I’ve never had a man ask me that question before, but from Riley, it’s a no-brainer. “Yes.”

Putting part of his body weight on top of me, he leans down and slides his eager tongue between my swollen lips and groans when I arch my hips to meet his erection.

“Now let me taste your cock,” I say when he settles next to me.

“Fuck, babe. Don’t say things like that.” He slides his hand over my waist and pulls me closer, groaning at the friction. When I furrow my brows, he continues, “I don’t want to come in your mouth, and if your lips are anywhere near my cock, I won’t be able to control myself.”

“So never?” I pop a brow at him.

“No, not never, but not tonight.”

I nod in understanding. “Then you better fuck me soon because I’m dying.” I overexaggerate, groaning at the loss of him.

Riley grabs my thigh and wraps it over his hip. “Are you on birth control? I want to make love to my wife without a condom, so if you’re not, you better tell me now.”

I grind myself against him, his throbbing erection teasing my pussy through his boxers. “Yes, I have an IUD.”

“Thank fuck. I’ve always used a condom, but with you, sweetheart, I don’t want to.”

“I have too. Always,” I admit, though I’ve not had many sexual partners. “I don’t want to either.”

Riley rolls us until I’m underneath him, and he’s between my legs. “We’re really doing this, Zoey. Giving our marriage a real chance. You’re moving here.”

Yes. That’s exactly what I want.

I’ll figure it all out when I’m in Phoenix, but Riley is who I want regardless of what my parents think or say. Not wanting to ruin the moment, I promise myself I’ll tell him all my secrets tomorrow, then make plans to go home so I can tell my family and pack up my things. If he loves me like he says he does, then I know we’ll be able to work through anything.

“Yes,” I whisper, locking my ankles behind his back.

“Say those three words again, baby.” He buries his face into my hair, his mouth slides against my neck.

Smiling, I wrap my fingers around his arms. “I love you.”

He grinds against me. Sweet fucking torture.

“Again.”

“I love you, Riley.”

The sensation of his shorts rubbing against my clit as he positions himself between my legs sends an electric shock through me.

“I love you so fucking much, Zoey.”

He captures my mouth as we greedily taste each other, but it never feels like enough. Riley leans back, slides off his boxers, and strokes his length. I suck in my lips, then swallow as he rubs his cock through my arousal before slowly entering.

Finally.

I gasp when he pushes farther inside, my body adjusting to his size as I lift my hips. Wrapping my arms around my back, I unclip my bra and slide it off. The moment I do, he brings a hand to my breast and pinches my nipple. Riley’s other hand rubs my clit, and the sensation is like nothing I’ve experienced before. He jerks his hips, then grips my waist and pounds harder into me. Once he’s seated all the way in, my back flies off the bed at how deep he feels inside me.

“Fuck…” I mutter, moving to his rhythm and reaching for him.

“You feel so fuckin’ good, sweetheart.” He leans down, grabbing my hands and pinning them above my head as he thrusts harder. I lose all train of thought except how much I love this man. He’s way too good to be true. I never knew I could be this happy, which is scary, but I’m gambling it’ll work out the way it’s supposed to.

“Yes…yes…” I lock eyes with him as we both climb toward release.

“You’re close. Let go, baby.” He takes both of my wrists in one hand and slides his other down my body until it palms my breast, and he squeezes roughly. I love how he loves touching me, even the parts of me I’m insecure about. My breasts aren’t huge, never have been, and even though I’m thin, I was always insecure that I didn’t have the right curves in the places men seemed to like.

But Riley, he treats me like a fucking queen with his words and his touch.

My eyes flutter closed as my body tightens, and Riley increases his pace, thrusting faster until I’m falling again. This time, I scream his name as I squeeze my thighs around him.

I try to catch my breath because I know Riley’s close. Having him bare against me is a first, and it feels so damn amazing. He’s thick and hard, and I already know I won’t ever get enough of him.

Lifting my hips, I encourage him to go faster. He fills me so full that the moment his body stiffens, I know he’s about to explode.

“Come inside me,” I tell him breathily.

“Fuck, baby…” he hisses between gritted teeth, removing his hold on my wrists and gripping my hips. I arch them higher as his fingers dig into my skin, chasing his release. He lets out an animalistic groan, the vein in his neck throbbing as he tilts his head back and moans.

A moment later, he collapses on top of me, both of us breathless and sweaty.

“Jesus Christ, Zoey. What have you done to me?” He lies down, brushing his fingers over my cheek and holding me close. “You made me fall in love with you so easily. I’ve never said those words to a woman before, so I hope you know how much I mean them.”

Tears form on the edge of my eyes at how badly I want to give this man everything. He owns my heart and soul, and the only thing holding me back is in Arizona.

“I love you,” I tell him, worried he might change his mind when he finds out the truth. “No matter what, please don’t ever forget that.”

“Never, sweetheart,” he reassures me. “Eloping in Vegas was the best dare I’ve ever done.”

I half-chuckle, half-sob at his confession. “Let’s not tell our kids that part of the story, though.”

A wide grin splits his face. “Kids? You want children someday?”

I shrug because I haven’t really thought much about it. I’m still young and have time to decide, but when it comes to Riley, I want it all. “Yeah, I think I’d like having babies with you.”

“If I’m dreaming, please don’t ever wake me up.”

I giggle at his corny line, but hell, I can’t help smiling at the truth of his words. “Agreed.”


Chapter Seventeen


Riley

I wake up with a warm body nestled against mine, and all I can do is grin. Carefully, I roll over and pull Zoey into my arms. Her head rests against my chest, and she lets out a hum. If I could stay here all morning, I’d be the happiest man on earth, but I know I can’t. It’s times like this, I wish I weren’t on such a strenuous schedule. Calling in wouldn’t even be a possibility because, ultimately, I’d be letting my family down and they’d have to take up my slack.

“Morning,” she says in the sexiest sleepy voice I’ve ever heard.

Leaning forward, I kiss her forehead and hold her tighter as if she’ll slip through my fingers if I let go. “Morning, sweetheart.”

She lifts her head, and her eyes flutter open. A small smile touches her lips, and I lean in to press mine against hers.

“You have to go soon, don’t you?” she asks, and her eyes close.

“Mmhmm. It’s the first time I’ve considered calling in sick for no reason.” I groan, not wanting to leave her warmth.

She sucks in a deep breath and yawns. “We’ve got forever, Riley.”

I remember last night when she told me she loved me, and I smile like an idiot. After she tells her family, she’s really coming back to live here with me. We’ll fall asleep together every night and wake up in each other’s arms.

“We do, baby.” I kiss her cheek. “I’m going to make some coffee, and it’ll be waiting for you in the kitchen when you decide to get up.”

“Okay,” she says, her breathing becoming more steady.

I slip out from under her and lean over and kiss her again. I can’t seem to stop. “Meet me at the barn behind the B&B after you wake up.”

Zoey lets out a sigh, and she’s soon falling back asleep. She’s not used to my alarm clock yet, so I know it woke her.

“I’ll text you,” I whisper, then get dressed. As I sit on the edge of the bed and slip on my work boots, I glance over my shoulder at her, sleeping so peacefully. I’m three seconds away from hopping back into bed, but my dad would know, and he’d bust up in here to kick my ass. Being love-sick isn’t a proper excuse. Not one he’d accept anyway.

On the way over to the office, my smile doesn’t falter. Zoey’s made me the happiest I’ve ever been, and to know she’s going to stay with me and be my wife just feels unreal. When I walk into the shop, Diesel is already there with a smug look on his face.

“Oh, guess you didn’t die from sex overload,” he jokes, checking his watch.

I look up at the clock over the door. “I’m five minutes late.”

“Which still makes you late and now behind,” Fisher says, and I glance over, rolling my eyes. Nothing they say will spoil my good mood this morning. Life is too fucking perfect.

“I’ve already fed the animals,” Diesel says.

“Your hustle’s been quite impressive lately,” Fisher tells him, and I nearly die of a stroke that he gave Diesel a compliment. It’s kinda scary how they’re getting along. Maybe they’ve turned a new leaf, or maybe Diesel’s more concerned with Rowan dating an older man and has forgotten about Fisher stealing Gretchen. Though I don’t really want him thinking about my little sister either.

“Grandma said she wanted a new garden shed built for all of Mila’s tools. Right now, she’s keeping them in the barn with all the side-by-sides, and it’s becoming too crowded.”

Diesel huffs, crossing his arms. “A few shovels don’t take up that much space.”

“She has eighteen bags of fertilizer and forty bags of soil, six shovels, a cart, three wheelbarrows, and a dozen water hoses,” Fisher corrects.

“Fuck. She’s serious about this gardening, isn’t she?” Diesel eyes go wide. “I had no idea.”

Fisher gives us the plans for the building, and I study it. “I think we can have it framed by this afternoon.”

Diesel looks over my shoulder. “We’re pouring concrete for this? Seriously?”

“It won’t be that bad,” I encourage, though I can tell he’s already in one of his moods. Fisher sends us on our way, and we start loading the supplies in the back of the old work truck—hand mixers, a dozen bags of cement, and extra shovels.

“You survive last night after I left the show?” I ask him as we drive across the ranch.

He looks at me with a lifted eyebrow. “I should be asking you the same thing.”

I chuckle. “I survived just fine.”

“I want to bash that Trace guy’s head in. What the actual fuck?” Diesel is livid all over again, and I can feel my blood pressure rising at the thought of it.

“I want him to stay away from her,” I admit as we pull up to the garden. The area where Mila wants the shed is already staked out, so it makes our job a lot easier.

Diesel continues talking shit about this Trace guy as we start unloading everything. “He’s too fucking old for her and knows exactly what he’s doing with a girl that young. I don’t want her to get taken advantage of,” Diesel admits. “Because then I’ll have to bash his ugly face in.”

“Spoken like a second older brother,” I tell him, chuckling.

He stiffens, then changes the subject. “Has Zoey made up her mind yet? I imagine you two didn’t do a whole lot of talking last night.” He sets the bags of cement down and then pulls out the mixer.

I want to scream out so everyone can hear the good news, but I somehow contain my excitement. My smile’s so wide it nearly hurts. “Yeah, she’s decided to stay and be my wife. We’re gonna make it work for the long haul.”

“You’re welcome,” Diesel says proudly. “If it weren’t for me…”

“Oh, don’t even give me that bullshit. But since it worked out, I guess I can thank you now.” I snicker. Grabbing the two-by-fours, I check the specs Fisher gave me this morning, then remeasure our cuts before we build the form for the concrete slab. After everything is set, Diesel and I nearly break our backs mixing the crushed rock and water.

“So I get to name your first kid, right?” he teases. “Wait, does she want to have kids? A boy named Adam?”

I laugh. “Yeah, she does eventually. I’d seriously have a million babies with that woman.” Hell, I’d knock her up now if she were ready. Imagining her carrying my child with a cute round belly makes my cock twitch.

“Maybe I should dare you to get her pregnant now.” He smirks. I wouldn’t put it past him, though. The asshole.

“I still owe you one first,” I remind him. Smirking, I remember all the stories my uncles have told me about how their dares got them into a ton of trouble growing up. Specifically uncle Jackson. “Maybe I’ll dare you to stay away from my sister for good,” I threaten. “Or maybe dare you to go find that Chelsea chick. Have you even called her since Vegas?”

“What the hell? How’d we get on this subject?” He grunts. “Whatever dare you pick better be mild, considering you got the girl.”

Checking the time, I realize it’s a quarter past nine and text Zoey; however, I bet she’s still asleep. We didn’t get much rest last night. I mentioned we should meet for lunch at the B&B and to keep an hour free afterward. As long as we can get this framing done today, Diesel won’t mind the unplanned break.

“What the fuck you cheesin’ about?” he teases when I stuff my phone back in my pocket.

I waggle my eyebrows.

“You’re gross,” he says.

“You’re just pissed because your relationship status is basically nonexistent.” Sometimes it’s fun to poke the bear.

“Well, if your bitch ass cousin wouldn’t have stolen my girlfriend, and if you’d get the stick out of your ass about me fucking your sister, then it wouldn’t be so nonexistent now, would it?” he snaps as we continue adding cement.

I’m two seconds from throwing a shovel at his head, but all he does is laugh. “My sister wouldn’t fuck you if you were the last man on earth,” I say confidently, but I’m not so sure. Sometimes, I see Rowan staring at him, but then she turns her head and pretends she wasn’t.

“I bet she would. She’d love it. Probably beg for more.” He’s determined to agitate the piss outta me today.

“Fuck off!” I yell, splashing concrete on his boots. “I don’t want to think about Rowan being with any guy, especially you.”

“I knew that’d get you all worked up. It’s sexy,” he taunts just as my dad walks over and inspects what we’ve accomplished.

“Nice work. Lookin’ good so far. Mila’s gonna be real happy with this,” he says, glancing down at the concrete on Diesel’s boots. “Y’all try not to make a mess out here.”

“Yes, sir,” Diesel says, glaring at me, and I shoot him a smirk. Once we’re alone again, Diesel reminds me that we can’t start framing until the concrete has cured for at least twenty-four hours. Considering I forgot about that fact and so did Fisher, I text him and let him know we’re at a standstill until tomorrow. He reminds us to deliver more hay to the training barns, so we go pick up the lowboy.

“I know I’ve been giving you shit for the last month and a half, but I’m really happy for you,” Diesel admits as we enter the storage barn.

“Thanks, man. Really means a lot to me. I know it’s gonna be a big change and all, for you too, but for the first time in my life, I’m truly happy.”

He climbs up the ladder to the loft and starts throwing down bales as I load them onto the trailer. We discuss how he’ll need to move out once she’s back for good, and he surprisingly doesn’t give me shit for it. Once we’re full, we drive to the B&B to start unloading at the main horse barn. The dinner bell rings on the back porch, and I know it’s eleven. Diesel looks at me longingly like he hasn’t eaten in five years, and as soon as he sees Zoey walking toward us, he takes the opportunity to break for lunch.

“Hey, Arizona,” he tells her as they pass.

“Hey, Adam.”

He spins around on his heels and glares at her. She’s bent over gasping for air, laughing at his reaction. “Diesel. I mean Diesel,” she corrects.

“I’m gonna kill you, Bishop!” he shouts, flipping me off as he storms off to the B&B. He hates it when anyone uses his real name, but I find it hilarious. Grandma calls him Adam all the time, and he just grins and takes it like a champ.

Zoey closes the gap between us and nearly falls into my arms. Her hair is down, and she smells delicious as if she just got out of the shower. After I remove my gloves, I lead her into the barn where the hay is stacked. I want to devour her but manage to refrain because too many guests frequent the area. The last thing I need is for my grandma to find out I was fucking in the horse barn. That’s the type of embarrassment I can live without, though I’ve heard stories from my uncles who didn’t care as much about getting caught.

I grab her hand, and that’s when I notice Zoey’s wearing the cowboy boots I bought her when we went into town. “You look sexy as fuck in those,” I tell her.

“I was thinking the same thing about you, cowboy.” Her sultry voice has my dick springing to life, and I move forward, pushing her against one of the stall doors. In one swift movement, she wraps her legs around my waist, and I cup her ass, our tongues twisting together. I don’t think I’ll be able to stop myself this time because I need her like I need water on a hot summer day.

“Riley,” she whispers, panting. “Fuck me.”

And I’m two seconds away from doing that very thing when I hear an unfamiliar male voice behind me calling Zoey’s name. Immediately she stiffens, her eyes bolt open, and she pulls away. After I set her down, she looks at me with worry in her eyes.

“Zoey, what the fuck are you doing?” he asks, and I turn around and catch a glimpse of an older man wearing a sport coat and slacks, looking out of place.

“Excuse the fuck outta me,” I say, placing my arm around her waist to protect her from this dickhead.

He strides toward us and reaches for her arm, pulling Zoey away. “You need to get over here right now.” He jerks her toward him as if she’s a child, causing my blood to boil. Zoey looks back at me with tears in her eyes.

“Get your hands off her,” I warn, feeling my anger take over as he looks at her with disdain.

The douchebag glares. “You’re nothing but Southern trash,” he spits out.

“Benjamin, don’t,” Zoey demands. Who the fuck is Benjamin?

My heart races and pounds, and I don’t understand what’s going on. A minute ago, we were making out. “Who is this?” I look at her and then glare at him. “Explain, Zoey.”

“I’m her fiancé,” he answers, wrapping his arm tightly around her as if he’s claiming his prize. “And we’re leaving.”

Fiancé? That can’t be right. How can you be engaged to someone if you’re married to another person? I look at Zoey, who’s shaking her head with tears streaming down her cheeks.

“Is that true?” I ask, begging her to tell me what the hell is going on, but she pinches her lips together tightly. Her silence is all I need to know.

I take a step forward, coming face to face with him, not scared in the least bit even though he’s taller than me. The guy looks like he has his balls waxed and nails done once a week. “Yeah, well, you’ve got your hands on my wife, and you’re going to let go of her before I beat the shit outta you.”

Benjamin laughs in my face and jerks Zoey closer to him. Instead of doing what I say, he pushes me, but I barely stumble back. This guy is a grade A pussy.

“Zoey. Get your shit. We’re leaving,” he demands, and in one quick movement, my fist connects with his face.


Chapter Eighteen


Zoey

“You motherfucker,” Riley says as he throws another punch.

I scream as soon as I see Riley push Benjamin to the ground and jump on top of him, fists being thrown left and right. Benjamin covers his face with his arms, trying to defend himself, but he’s never fought anyone in his entire life. Riley’s destroying him, and I’m not sure who I should feel sorry for at this moment. If Riley continues, Benjamin will get hurt and get his lawyers involved, taking it to a level it doesn’t need to go. I already know how this will end if Riley doesn’t gain control, but I can’t blame him. This is all my fault.

I beg him to stop, screaming and crying, grabbing at his arm before he can take another swing at Benjamin’s face. Somehow, I get through to him, and he stops, but he looks at me with hurt in his eyes, breathing hard. Seeing Riley so upset destroys me.

Riley stands as Benjamin tries to get a hold of reality, cursing and spitting out blood. He looks like total shit, and I know I won’t hear the last of this anytime soon.

Before more words are exchanged, Riley walks away, shaking his hand out as he bends his fingers back and forth. I scream his name, following and not wanting him to go because it feels so final. He turns on his heels and glares at me as if I’m a stranger, someone he doesn’t care to know, and it’s more hurtful than any words he could ever speak.

Was last night a dream? Could the man who told me he loved me with all of his heart look at me in such a way? I know I deserve it, but it doesn’t make it any easier. The love that we’ve shared already seems like a distant memory, and I wish I could go back and tell him all of my secrets, tell him about Benjamin and the engagement I didn’t want.

“Is it true? You’re engaged to marry him?” he quietly questions me, but he’s heaving with anger. His jaw is so tight, I’m afraid it’ll break.

“I wanted to tell you. I planned to…” I say, but he shakes his head, not having any part of this conversation or me.

“You betrayed me, Zoey. You betrayed me and my family in ways I can’t even begin to describe.” His sad eyes meet mine, and I know nothing I can say or do will fix any of this right now. Riley gives me one last glance, his nostrils flare, then walks away.

“You have twenty minutes, and we’re fucking leaving. I’m not playing these games with you,” Benjamin barks, and I run out of the barn toward Riley, who’s already made his way to the side of the B&B. I yell his name again, wanting him to stop so I can explain everything, but he ignores me. Before he climbs in his truck, I grab his hand and force him to look at me.

“Please,” I beg. “Let me explain everything to you.” Before he can respond, Benjamin calls my name.

“Go back to your fiancé,” he snaps, jerking his hand from mine. Riley gets into his truck, not giving me another look, and backs out of the driveway, spitting up rocks as he leaves. I watch until I can no longer see his truck. Sobs escape me at the reality of the shitstorm I’ve created.

What have I done?

Benjamin comes up behind me, and that’s when I notice the Mercedes parked nearby. Of course he’d rent a flashy luxury car. He sticks out like a sore thumb in his business casual, Rolex, and slicked back hair.

“I’ve called you, and you’ve done nothing but ignore me. What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Zoey? I am your fiancé. You belong to me.”

All I can do is scowl at him—the man who thought proposing at my sister’s wedding was a genius idea, the man who I said yes to because I had no other choice. With my parents and every person in their social circle there, I was put on the spot. Embarrassing them would’ve garnered lifelong consequences, and at the time, I didn’t know what to do. I knew it was what my parents wanted, and at that moment of weakness, I crumpled to their wishes. Coming to Texas and being with Riley grounded me for the first time in years. I found out who I was, the part of me that I almost lost.

“We’re leaving in the morning,” Benjamin hisses. “Your parents are expecting us at dinner tomorrow night to discuss wedding plans,” he says it as if it were some business meeting for work that’s nothing more than an inconvenience. I look at him like he’s lost his fucking mind, but it doesn’t faze him in the least. For a man who asked me to marry him, he doesn’t even ask about who I was kissing before he showed up. That’s because he doesn’t care. I’m only a piece of property to him.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, finally able to find my words.

He takes a step forward, his eye already starting to bruise. With a busted lip and rustled hair, he looks like complete shit. My parents will definitely notice and ask questions.

“I came to get my goddamn fiancée from this shithole. I seriously don’t understand why you’ve been here for so long.” Benjamin makes a disgusted expression. “Look at this place.” He places his hands on his hips and looks at the B&B as if it were a fallen down shack.

When I look around, all I see is heaven on earth, a treasure of a place where social status and the amount in the bank doesn’t mean anything, something Benjamin wouldn’t understand. He wants the best of the best and only cares about appearances, just like my parents.

Studying his hands, I can see he’s seething. “Do you have any idea what would’ve happened if these were damaged? I’d sue the living fuck out of this ranch. I’d take them for every penny they’re worth and finish this place. We’d rename it Benjamin’s B&B.” He laughs at his joke and thinks he’s so damn clever.

I try to steady my breathing, but my entire body shakes from the inside out, knowing that I might’ve lost the man I love forever.

Benjamin stares at me. “You’ll need to fully explain yourself on the plane ride home tomorrow. I really don’t have time to be rescuing you, Zoey. This is childish and immature, and your parents aren’t happy. I may have never found you if it weren’t for Summer.”

“Summer?” I ask in disbelief.

“She told your parents you were staying at a B&B in Texas. I had my assistant looking for you for the past week. It wasn’t easy to track you down.” He takes a step forward. “You’ve embarrassed me.”

His eyes grow dark and dangerous, and I step back to create some space between us before he hurts me. I wish Riley hadn’t left me with him, but I don’t blame him for it. “I’m sorry.” I swallow down my pride and say what he wants to hear.

Shaking his head, he waves off my apology.

“What about my car?” I ask, considering I drove. I need it to come back here once everything clears up.

“I’ve already planned for it to be shipped back to Phoenix. I hired a company to pick it up before the end of the month. Enough slumming in this shithole.”

“It’s not a shithole,” I spit back at him. I find a little courage to mutter my next words. “And I’m not going with you, Benjamin.”

He remote starts the Mercedes. “Darling, you don’t really have a choice. Your parents want you home immediately. You’re about to lose the space for your job. Plus, we have a wedding to plan. Quit pretending your life is here, Zoey. It’s not, and you’re on the path to lose everything and everyone who cares about you. So let’s snap back to real life, okay? Playtime is over.”

Just as he finishes his speech, my phone rings, and I see it’s my mother. I ignore it, but then she calls Benjamin, which he answers with a grin.

“Hi, Mrs. Mitchell.” He pauses as I faintly hear my mom’s voice. “Yes, I found her. I know. I was worried as well. Yes, she’ll be on the plane with me tomorrow, and we’ll be there for dinner. She’s safe. I’ll pass on the message. Alrighty, bye.” He ends the call and glares at me. “She said she misses and loves you. So do you really want to ruin your mother’s happiness?”

I resist the urge to roll my eyes at his manipulation. “I’m already married, Benjamin. You’re too late,” I throw at him, shrugging so he knows the wedding is off, but instead, he laughs.

“A few thousand dollars can fix anything. It can get annulled in a few days. So, be a good little daughter for your mother and grab your things. We’re staying in San Angelo tonight.”

I look at him and feel sick to my stomach because I know I’d just be another thing added to his collection. All of this is a political move, and if my parents think I don’t realize that, then they’re the stupid ones. My happiness doesn’t matter, and being with Benjamin would be repulsive. Before Riley, I considered the idea for a minute, but I felt nothing for Benjamin. There’s no connection, no chemistry between us, and I have no desire to see him. I continued going on dates with him to appease my parents, but I was ready to call it quits before I even went to Vegas. Once I returned, and we got busy with the final details of Summer’s wedding, I didn’t get the chance to break it off for good. Then he put me on the spot with the proposal, and that was when I knew I had to get away from all of the bullshit.

Even if I liked him enough to actually marry him, I’d be nothing more than a trophy wife, and if we had kids, they’d just add to his list of accomplishments. Bile rises in my throat at the thought, but I swallow it down and try to figure out how I can appease him enough to go on without me. The way he’s looking at me tells me he won’t allow that to happen.

“Benjamin, I’m not going to San Angelo with you. I’ll check out in the morning, and you can pick me up here before the flight. It’s the only way I’m getting on that plane,” I counter, wanting to give myself just a little more time to clean up this mess of a situation I’ve created.

Blood drips from his nose, and when he gets it on his hands, he opens the car door and pulls out a box of tissues and hand sanitizer. A few guests exit the B&B and look at my tear-streaked face and then at Benjamin. There’s too much attention on the two of us, and he notices. I’m known for being stubborn, and if he wants his way, he’ll play by my rules even though I know I don’t really have a choice. If I’m not back in Phoenix tomorrow, my parents will come for me next. Handling this is something I have to do before it’s too late to fight for Riley. I have too many fires to put out right now and not enough water.

Between my parents, sister, job, Benjamin, and Riley, the stress and anxiety are real, and I don’t know how I’m going to solve any of these issues without hurting people.

After Benjamin’s cleaned himself up, he grabs my arm and jerks me closer to him. The pain of his tight grip shoots through me, and I try to pull away, but all he does is squeeze harder.

“I will do what you want this one fucking time, but when I come to pick you up tomorrow, you better not resist, Zoey.”

I stare out into the pasture, the rolling hills, wishing the land would swallow me whole, wishing he’d disappear.

“Pay attention,” he barks, pulling me back to reality, to the nightmare I’m living.

“Okay. No argument. I’ll go willingly in the morning.” As much as it pains me, I agree. I swallow hard, knowing if I don’t get on that plane, I’ll have more to deal with than just him. My parents will want an explanation, and so will Summer, considering she’s believed all this time that the annulment was processed weeks ago. I couldn’t find the strength to admit my doubts. I didn’t want to hear her try to convince me that marrying Benjamin was the right thing to do because I knew deep down it wasn’t. The pressure from it all was too much, and I made one bad decision after another. All of my secrets, everything I’ve been hiding, will have to come out in the open, and it scares me to death. Getting married in Vegas on a dare? It’s irresponsible, I know, but it was one of the best decisions I’ve ever made.

I think about Riley, and my heart lurches forward, wishing I could go back and tell him everything from the beginning. He may never forgive me for this, considering I know exactly how this looks from the outside.

Benjamin pulls me into his arms, forcing his lips against mine. I can’t even find the strength to kiss him back, but it’s not like he notices. He’s just going through the motions of being in a relationship. Turning around, he gives me one last glare before he gets into the car and drives away. The tears come in streams as my world crumbles around me.

“What the hell?” Diesel shouts from the porch. “Who the fuck is that? And why were you kissing him?”

When I turn to face him, Diesel shoots daggers in my direction with his arms crossed. I open my mouth to explain, but my words escape me again. Shaking his head, he turns and walks away.

The last thirty minutes feel like a blur, and it’s hard for me to even comprehend what’s happened. I went from being on cloud nine to being forced into the pits of hell. I’ve really messed up this time, and I’m not sure I can fix it without a small miracle and some grace.

I was willing to risk my heart, but it seems as if I’ve risked everything. And lost.


Chapter Nineteen


Riley

I’ve never felt anger or pain on such an intense level. As soon as I walk inside my house, my body begins to shake, my knuckles bloody and sore, as the adrenaline rush finally catches up to me. It’s been a long while since I lost control like that. I probably shouldn’t have taken it out on him because he seemed just as oblivious as me, but the way he grabbed Zoey and jerked her around like she was a child, pissed me off. No man will ever touch her like that in front of me, regardless of the situation.

Fiancé? How could this happen? How could she not tell me?

Why the fuck did she lie?

She’s the one who came here, searching for me, so this makes no goddamn sense. Now, I’m not sure what was real between us and what was an act, considering she had another man waiting for her back in Phoenix. The betrayal runs deep.

Zoey was supposed to be mine and only mine, and I truly thought she was. Until I realized she wasn’t. She belongs to another man, and I feel like a fucking fool, played like a fiddle. My heart is throbbing so hard and fast, I can feel it in my neck. I know I need to calm down, but I can’t. There’s too much anger streaming through me.

“Fuck,” I yell, pacing through my empty house that was supposed to be our home. Yesterday was one of the best days of my life, hell, even today was up until the minute her fiancé showed up and turned my world upside down.

Why didn’t she file the papers as soon as I sent them back to her? Why tell me she wanted to see if we had something real if she was already with someone? What the fuck?

Too many questions stream through me that I may never get the answers to. Maybe I should’ve stayed to hear her explanation, but truthfully, it hurt too much to look at her once everything unfolded.

My mind wanders, and I know I need to relax before I give myself a heart attack, so I go into the kitchen and pour a double scotch. After shooting it down in one big gulp, I then sit on the couch and stare at the wall. It’s going to take more than that to ease my mind. Scotch and sleep sound like the perfect combination.

A heavy weight sits on my chest, and it’s making it hard to concentrate on anything as my mind takes over, creating ridiculous scenarios involving that douchebag and her. Has she been intimate with him? Do they live together? How long has she been engaged?

A minute later, the front door swings open, and Diesel charges through with fury in every single step. If anyone is in my corner, it’s him, always. Even though we give each other shit on a daily basis, he really is like a brother. We’ve been through the wringer together, and nothing will change that. Diesel sits next to me on the couch, and while he waits for an explanation, I don’t even know where to begin because I don’t have all the pieces to the puzzle.

“What happened?” he finally asks, breaking the silence. “I saw her with the dickhead in the Mercedes. I almost took a crowbar to it and then kicked his teeth in.”

“You should have.” Just the thought of her being with that asshole who treated her with zero respect has me seething all over again. He looked old as hell too, at least in his mid-thirties.

“I saw them kissing,” Diesel says, the dagger driving deeper into my heart.

“That’s her fiancé,” I say, swallowing down the words that taste like poison.

He looks just as confused as I feel. “How’s that even possible? She’s married. To you.”

“Means nothing, apparently.” Saying it out loud makes it seem more real. More painful, too.

Diesel looks at me and shakes his head. “I’m so sorry, man. I know how much you really cared for her. Never in my life did I think something like this would happen. Especially with Zoey.”

“Thanks. I didn’t either. I do care about her; that’s why it hurts so goddamn much. Maybe my parents were right after all.” I think back to the conversation I had with them when they warned me to be careful. Falling fast has its consequences. “Maybe they knew something like this would happen. Maybe it was all fake for Zoey. Coming here was a last hoorah before she got married to a man who seems to be what her parents want for her.” Self-doubt is beginning to settle in, and I question if I really was good enough. I replay every conversation we’ve had since she arrived, and it all seems so obvious now.

Diesel shakes his head. “No. Zoey cares about you, too. There’s no faking that. It was real. Trust me.”

“I’d like to think it was,” I say, but I’m second-guessing everything right now. “Not so sure anymore.”

“We should go out,” he says, standing. “Visit the bar and get shit-faced. Forget about it all.”

I look at him, defeated. “I don’t feel like being around people. I wouldn’t be good company right now. I just need to figure all this clusterfuck out.”

Diesel sucks in a breath and looks at me with pity in his eyes. I stand and walk to my room, grateful that he doesn’t follow me. He knows when I want to be alone, it’s best to just let me. I close the door and lie back on my bed. My pillow still smells like her, the sweetness a cruel reminder of our incredible night together. Squeezing my eyes tight, I try to forget the shitstorm that’s my reality, but it’s impossible.

After an hour passes, I realize I’m starving. I didn’t eat lunch because it was interrupted. Opening the fridge, I decide to pull out some leftovers Mom sent home with me a few days ago. I pop a container in the microwave and sit at the table, reminiscing over the past few weeks, pissed I let her in so willingly. I keep wondering what the point of her coming here was? To run away from it all? Too bad it followed her.

Once my food is warm, I take a few bites, and though my stomach is growling, I don’t have an appetite. As I push the plate away, I hear a few light knocks on the front door. I don’t have the strength to deal or talk to anyone right now. However, news travels fast around here, so I’m sure everyone knows what happened by now, and considering we were at the B&B when I slammed my fist into her fiancé’s face, people were looking. I’m almost certain it’s my dad coming to bitch me out for not controlling my temper. Dread washes over me with each step, but when I open the door, Zoey stands there with swollen eyes and a red nose. She’s been crying, but I keep my emotions buried inside, protecting what little piece of my heart I have left.

Though I’m tempted to slam the door in her face, I don’t.

“What do you want?” My words come out harsh, but she just broke my fucking heart, so I don’t apologize.

“Can we talk? Please?” She bites her lower lip, something I’ve come to adore, but now it pisses me off.

“You should probably leave,” I snap, not wanting to hear the details of her and the asshole she’s engaged to.

Zoey crosses her arms and takes a step forward. “I’m not leaving until we talk. I know I’m the last person on earth you want to see right now, but you deserve answers, and I want to give you at least that.”

Though I want to push her away, I can’t find the strength to do so. Stepping aside, I let her in and suck in a deep breath as I shut the door. I need to gain my composure and not wear my emotions on my sleeve, but it’s so hard when she’s here in the flesh looking so goddamn beautiful.

“You have five minutes.” Just being around her is driving me absolutely crazy, and when she sits on the couch, I sit as far away from her as possible. She notices but doesn’t say anything.

“I’m sorry, Riley. I’m so fucking sorry. I never wanted to hurt you, and I never imagined he’d show up here like this,” she begins, not denying the fact that she’s engaged to another man.

“You never thought you’d get busted, is what you mean, right?” I glare at her as I sit stiff as a board.

She shifts in her seat, frowning. “No, it’s not like that at all.”

“So please enlighten me. Please tell me what it’s like because, right now, none of it is adding up, Zoey. None of it. The past three weeks have been the best time of my life, and for it to end like this? It’s completely fucked up.”

“Riley, I know. I should’ve told you as soon as I got here, but I was scared you wouldn’t give us a chance. I never meant for it to get to this level. Benjamin proposed to me after Vegas.”

“So you were dating someone during Vegas? Just wondering if you’re a cheater or a liar, or both.” I’m growing more frustrated with every passing second.

Shaking her head, she opens her mouth, then closes it, trying to find her words. I don’t rush her, giving her all the time she needs for now, but the clock is ticking.

“Kinda. No. We weren’t official. We had gone out on a couple of dates, but we weren’t together. I only went to amuse my mom and dad because they’re friends with Benjamin’s parents. Each date was worse than the one before, and I hadn’t planned on going out with him again. But then he shocked the shit outta me when he proposed at Summer’s wedding. Everyone in the family and our social circles were there, smiling at me, and I was expected to accept. It all happened too fast, and I said yes. Even though I had doubts, I was terrified of disappointing my parents in front of so many people.”

At the mention of her folks, everything she’s told me about them makes sense. Always living in her sister’s shadow and wanting to impress them, though I can’t understand why. They all sound horrible.

“So you said yes and filed for an annulment soon after…” I clarify.

Zoey nods. “I had my lawyer send the papers for you to sign, and when you sent them back, it didn’t feel right. So a couple of weeks later, I came here to find out if you’d felt the same or not.”

I let her words soak in, understanding the situation she was put in, but that doesn’t explain why she felt like lying to me was her only option.

“We talked about honesty. At any point over the past three weeks, you could’ve told me the whole story. We could’ve figured it out together, as husband and wife. You talked about your parents and their expectations, but somehow, you forgot to mention Benjamin was what they wanted for you too. You lied to my face and hurt me. You betrayed my trust and my family’s trust too. I feel used, like you came here to take advantage of me, like an excuse you needed to get out of your proposal, and it’s a dirty feeling. I thought I knew you, but I’m not so sure anymore.” My heart pounds rapidly while I’m harsh and to the point. I look up at the clock, and though she opens her mouth to more than likely refute everything I’ve pointed out, I interrupt her. “Your time is up, Zoey.”

She stands, wiping tears from her cheeks. “I’m leaving with Benjamin first thing in the morning. My car will be picked up before the end of the month.”

I stand, frowning. “So that’s it? You’re going back to Phoenix with him?” I search her face, knowing it’s not what she wants.

“I have to,” she says, shrugging. I want to tell her it’s bullshit, that she doesn’t have to leave, and remind her that she can stay here with me forever. I’m tempted to mention that we can get through this because even though I’m hurt, I’d be willing to fight if she is. She’s my wife, married to me, but I don’t say any of that. Instead, I stare at the wall, replaying everything that’s happened. The question of if she plans on returning lingers in the room. Though I want to ask, I don’t think I’ll be able to take the truth if her answer is no.

At my silence, she walks toward the door, and I follow. She turns and looks at me before opening it. “I know I hurt you, but please know I never intended to, Riley. I really am sorry.”

“I have to believe you didn’t, or I’ll drive myself crazy. However, you need to figure out what you want in life, Zoey. I love you, but is it enough for you? Will living on the ranch make you happy? Small towns aren’t for everyone, and I understand that, so you need to decide,” I tell her, the look on her face tempting me to kiss the fuck out of her. “Decide so we can both move on with our lives—either together or apart. The ball’s in your court. You already have the papers with my signature on it, so make your decision and let me know when you have it.”

Zoey stays silent as we stare at each other. Her expression’s unreadable. I want her to respond, to say something, to tell me that she’s coming back and not marrying that asshole, but she doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t reinforce the way she feels about me or how the past three weeks were amazing, and it destroys me.

Instead, she walks out without muttering anything.

I refuse to beg her to stay because, at the end of the day, I only care about her happiness, unlike her fucking family. And if he makes her happy, though I don’t think he does or ever could, then that’s who she needs to be with. I’ll always cherish the time we spent together. It will be a time in my life that I’ll never forget, not even if I wanted to.

I stand at the door and watch until I can no longer see the taillights of her car, and that’s when reality hits that she’s really gone. Closing it, I let out a deep breath, then turn around and see Diesel standing there.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” He nearly scares the shit out of me because I thought I was alone.

“I fell asleep in my room.” He brushes his fingers through his hair. “I really miss my bed.”

“Yeah, sorry about kicking your ass to the curb,” I say, going back to the kitchen and cleaning up my mess. I just need to keep my mind busy.

“I know it’s gonna happen eventually, so it’s not a big deal.” He continues to watch me. “Why the hell did you let her leave?”

I look at him like he’s lost his mind. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“I dunno, because you’re supposed to fight for the woman you love? That’s the Bishop way, isn’t it?” He smirks.

Shaking my head, I roll my eyes and finish wiping off the counter. “If she wants to be with me, she knows where I live. The last thing I want to do is beg her to stay when she doesn’t want to. She’s an adult. She can make her own choices without me influencing her decision. Her family does that for her enough.”

“You’re stubborn as fuck,” he quips.

“Now that’s the Bishop way,” I retort.

Diesel opens the fridge and grabs a beer. “We’re going out tonight. Honky Tonk has ladies’ night, or we can go to the Circle B Saloon and play a round of pool.”

“You’re relentless as hell,” I tell him, shaking my head.

“You need to get out of here. You need to get your mind on something else, or you’re going to drive yourself mad. Whiskey makes everything better, and I’ll even volunteer to be your designated driver so you can get trashed.” I hesitate, not feeling right about going out, but fuck, I need a drink. Before I can answer, he continues, “Dare ya.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “You would, you bastard.”


Chapter Twenty


Zoey

“Good morning,” Benjamin says as he takes my suitcase from my hand and pops the trunk.

“Fuck off,” I mutter, walking past him to the passenger’s side.

“Now, now. Don’t be upset, Zoey. You’ll get back into your routine at home and forget all about this place,” he tells me before we both get into the car.

“How about we just don’t talk until we land in Phoenix?” I glower, narrowing my eyes at him, daring him to push me. I’m exhausted and cranky, and I’m not in the mood for his shit. I hardly slept last night, wishing I was in Riley’s arms again, but instead, I slept alone.

“Whatever you want, darling,” he says as he drives away from the B&B. Glancing over my shoulder, I watch until the large house is out of sight. Sadness washes over me.

After leaving Riley’s house last night, I went back to my room and started packing. Shamelessly, I had to let John know that I’d be checking out in the morning, and he stayed professional, giving me my invoice and wishing me a safe trip home. I’m not sure how long it’ll take before his whole family finds out what happened between us, but I know it’ll disappoint them all. I’m disappointed in myself.

I didn’t even get the chance to say goodbye to Rowan or their parents. Or Aunt Mila and his cousins.

All the memories we made, all the laughing we did, and the stories we shared. They’ll be in my heart forever, and no one can take those from me. I know Riley is heartbroken right now, so am I, but I hope one day he’ll understand why I didn’t tell him right away and will eventually forgive me.

The flight back home is short, and I’m relieved when Benjamin takes me home because I want distance from him. I’m pissed I don’t have my car and will have to rely on the bus or someone to drive me around. I know he said it’s being delivered, but I would’ve preferred to have driven it back myself. Of course, I didn’t get an option, though.

The moment Benjamin hands me my luggage, the front door flies open, and my mother rushes toward me.

“Zoey Marie! Oh my God, you’re finally home!” She wraps her arms around me. “I was so worried about you,” she scolds, pulling back to frown at me. “You didn’t answer any of my phone calls.”

I immediately feel guilty for making her worry. It wasn’t my intention, but I knew she’d ask too many questions. “Sorry, Mom. The reception wasn’t great where I was,” I tell her, which is mostly true.

“Well, come in. We can talk inside.”

Great.

Benjamin follows, and I groan, feeling like an adolescent who’s about to get disciplined.

“I told you I’d get her back safely,” he says, gloating, as if I’m his bounty, and he’s waiting for his reward. “Even if it ended up a bit difficult.”

My mom pats his cheek with a concerning grin. His eye bruised more overnight, and I know she’s wondering what happened. “Thank you, dear. I know you’ll always protect my little Zoey.”

“Can you stop talking about me as if I’m not here?” I sit on a stool at the breakfast bar. “I didn’t need his protection.”

Benjamin crosses his arms, giving me a pointed look. “Maybe when you’re done acting like a child, we’ll have a proper discussion about what the hell you were doing in Texas.”

I narrow my eyes at him, wishing I had the power to blow him up with my fury. If my mother wasn’t present, I’d give him a piece of my mind with a side of junk punch.

“Dinner is at six,” my mother tells him, ignoring the silent exchange between us, and thankfully, she doesn’t ask any questions.

“I’ll be back then,” he says sweetly, kissing her cheek.

Benjamin walks to me and places his lips on my forehead. “Take a nap, darling. You’ll feel better.”

Breaking his nose would make me feel better.

Once he’s gone, my mother smiles at me. “I’m so glad you’re back so we can really start planning the wedding. Everyone’s still gushing about your proposal, and we’re so excited about your big day.”

Though I force a smile to appease her, I remain silent at her words.

“Where’s your ring, sweetie?” she asks, glancing down at my hand.

“I left it in my jewelry box so I wouldn’t lose it on my trip,” I tell her honestly.

“Oh, okay. Well, when you freshen up for dinner, make sure to put it on.” She pats my hand.

I hop off the stool and grab my bag. “I’m going to my room for a bit.”

“Alrighty. Get some rest. Lots to do!” she singsongs as I make my way upstairs.

I wish Summer still lived at home so I could crawl into her bed, and we could talk like before. She’d pet my hair and help me talk through my issues, but I know I need to figure this out on my own. Though I do decide to text her so she knows I’m back.

Zoey: Back in Phoenix. Mom’s having dinner at 6 and Benjamin’s coming.

Summer: Thank God! I was so worried about you.

Zoey: Why? You knew where I was. Speaking of which, thanks for telling them where I was…

Summer: Babe, I’m sorry. You know how Mom gets when she worries, and she was calling me twice a day, then Benjamin came over, and he knew I was lying when I told him I didn’t know.

Zoey: He’s such an ass.

Summer: He’s your fiancé.

I roll my eyes. That doesn’t excuse his behavior.

Zoey: Can we plan a sister date tomorrow?

Summer: Of course! Let’s meet for lunch.

Zoey: Okay, see you then.

Before unpacking my bag, I decide to text Riley.

Zoey: Just letting you know I made it back to Phoenix.

I watch as the dots bounce on the screen a moment later.

Riley: Okay. Good to know.

My heart sinks. I don’t know what I expected, but I don’t have anyone to blame but myself.

As I take out my clothes, I hold back the tears. The smell of dirt and muffins immediately hits my senses, and I laugh. It smells like the B&B. And him.

God. The way he looked at me—with pure disappointment and heartbreak—is an image that’ll forever be imbedded into my mind. I wish I would’ve had enough strength to tell Benjamin to go to hell when he showed up, but I knew he wouldn’t have left. His head is so far up my father’s ass, I would’ve been dragged out kicking and screaming. Riley already punched his face in, so there’s no telling what would’ve happened had I resisted.

Benjamin and I have one thing in common, and that’s money. Well, my parents’ money. They would’ve done whatever it took to get me out of there and back on Benjamin’s arm, looking like the proper fiancée. The whole charade is disgusting, and it sickens me that my parents believe I want that. For my entire life, I’ve followed a certain set of rules while bending just enough not to get into trouble. Traveling and exploring new places are what I love to do, and as long as I always returned and plastered a smile on my face around my family, they never asked any questions. However, now they’ve demanded I start thinking about my future, which involves being Benjamin’s arm candy. They probably expect me to have kids right away, too, since I don’t have a prominent career. Then I’ll have the picture-perfect family.

By a quarter till six, I’m rested, showered, and dressed for what is going to be the worst dinner in history. Benjamin might have my parents fooled, but not me. I see straight through his bullshit.

“You look beautiful,” he says after I meet everyone downstairs. He’s early, of course. Leaning in and kissing my cheek, he acts as the perfect gentleman. I watch as my parents beam with pride. I suck in a breath, resisting the urge to slap him.

“Such a gorgeous couple,” my mom gushes, clasping her hands together as Benjamin wraps his arm around me. “Come sit. Dinner’s ready.”

Benjamin holds out my chair for me, and I take my seat. Dad immediately talks about work as Mom brings out the final dish.

“Time for grace, dear,” Mom tells Dad, and we all hold hands. My mother speaks, and once she says, “Amen,” we all repeat it, and I immediately yank my hand from Benjamin’s.

Shortly after we pass around all the food and our plates are full, my mom leads the conversation to the wedding, just as I suspected she would.

“So what time of year are you two thinking? We could do a gorgeous spring wedding,” she suggests. “Though if you two can’t wait that long, a fall themed one would be amazing, too.”

“The sooner, the better,” Benjamin says, winking at my mom, which makes her blush.

Oh, give me a fucking break.

“What about you, Zoey?” my father asks as if they just realized I was in the room. “What time of year were you thinking?”

“Oh, um. I was thinking about the season of never.” I flash a smile, then dive into my potatoes.

“Zoey.” My father’s warning tone makes me look up at him. “What’s going on?”

I drop my fork, deciding now’s the time. “I’m already married, so marrying Benjamin isn’t going to be possible.” I shrug. “Also, I hate him.”

“What do you mean you’re already married?” My mother gasps, pressing a hand to her chest over her heart as if I’ve given her the worst news of her life.

“It’s nothing we can’t take care of,” Benjamin intervenes, plastering on a confident grin and completely ignoring my comment about him.

“Who? When?” Finally. My father asks good questions.

“His name is Riley Bishop,” I tell them, but saying his name aloud causes my stomach to flip. “We met in Vegas, and he’s who I went to visit in Texas these past few weeks.”

“Why would you marry a stranger?” my father asks, his face distorted. “What does he do?” Of course he’d ask about his career.

I shrug, not wanting to give him the details of our drunken dare to elope. “He’s a rancher. His family owns a huge cattle and horse ranch in Eldorado, Texas. They own a bed and breakfast on the land and a bar in town.”

“It’s Southern white trash,” Benjamin hisses. “The place is filthy.”

I snap my gaze to his. “You’re just pissed Riley kicked your ass,” I say without thinking.

“What?” my parents both say.

“I’m not marrying Benjamin.”

“Zoey…” Dad warns. “Whatever this is, whatever it is you’re going through, we’ll figure it out. File the annulment papers, and we can cover it up. No big deal.” He fans out his napkin, then places it gently on his lap. “Can you pass the salt, please?”

He ends the conversation as if my words meant nothing to him. I just said I’m not marrying Benjamin, and my father asks me to pass the fucking salt? What is wrong with my goddamn family?

“Did you hear what I said?” I ask him pointedly as he waits for the shaker.

“I did, but you don’t know what you’re talking about. Stop acting like a child. Salt, now.”

My blood boils as years of pent-up aggravation hit the surface at the realization that I’m nothing more than a political ploy to them. Marry off their daughter to a hotshot doctor and basically change everything about myself to make them happy.

It stops now.

My chair scrapes against the floor as I push away from the table, the three of them looking up at me wide-eyed as I stand. I toss my napkin down on my plate and scowl. “I’m done. Excuse me.”

“Zoey!” Benjamin shouts, standing as I move toward the door. “Do not walk away from me! You’re my fiancée. You’re mine.”

“No…” I say comically, turning around and facing him. “I was never yours. Proposing to me in front of a room filled with family and knowing I’d have no choice but to agree makes you a coward. We went on a handful of dates, and you never once asked me any important questions. You don’t even know who I really am. What I like. What makes me happy. You don’t give a fuck about me.” Then I face my parents, who look as if they’ve seen a ghost. “And shame on you, Mom and Dad. You’d rather marry me off to some man you approve of than ask me what I want. I’ve only ever wanted to make you proud, but I’ve finally realized it’s not worth my own happiness to live the life you want for me. So I hope it was worth it…risking never seeing me again because you’ve pushed me too far this time.”

I slide off the engagement ring and slam it down on the table. “Wedding is off. Goodbye, Benjamin. Forever. Eat shit.”

With my head held high and my heart racing, I stomp up the stairs and don’t breathe until I’m locked inside my bedroom. I’ve never stood up to my parents like that before, but it’s been a long time coming.

No one bothers me the rest of the night, and I manage to sneak out the next day without anyone noticing. I take an Uber and meet Summer for lunch at a nearby cafe. I know she’s dying to know all the details.

Nerves set in my stomach as I wait for her, not knowing if Mom mentioned my outburst last night or not. Though Summer and I are pretty close, she’s always kissed our parents’ asses. She’ll either tell me to apologize and make things right with them, or she’ll be on my side about this for once.

As soon as we spot each other, I stand, and she pulls me into her arms. “Zoey! I missed you.” She squeezes harder, and I choke out for air.

“You act like I went to the moon or something,” I tease as we sit.

“Three weeks is a long time for us not to hang out or at least chat,” she says before the waitress arrives and takes our drink order.

“Have you talked to Mom or Dad today?” I ask.

“No, why? Everything okay?”

I look down at the table, feeling like everything’s about to change. “I don’t think so. Benjamin came over for dinner last night, and I told him I wasn’t marrying him. Told Mom and Dad I was already married, and he’s who I went to visit in Texas.”

Her eyebrows fly to her hairline. “Oh.” Summer blinks a few times and clears her throat. “I imagine that didn’t go over very well. What did they say?”

“That I was a child…Benjamin said he’d pay to get it taken care of…basically to sit down and shut up.”

“Zoey…”

“I didn’t file the annulment papers,” I blurt out. “That’s why I left. I needed to see if Riley and I had a true connection or not. I knew marrying Benjamin would be a mistake either way, but I needed confirmation.”

“Was Riley surprised to see you?” she asks as our drinks are delivered. The waitress takes our order and then leaves us to continue our conversation.

“Yeah, at first. Then once I explained why I was there—minus the Benjamin part—it was like we just continued right where we left off in Vegas. I don’t know…it felt so right. So natural. I didn’t have to pretend to be anyone. He likes me just the way I am,” I say with a sad smile.

Summer nods, but I know her mind is racing at my confession. “So everyone lost their shit at dinner, I suspect?” She takes a sip from her drink as if we’re discussing the weather. Summer’s proper most of the time, especially in public, but I know the real her. The one she let loose in Vegas. “How’d the night end?”

“With me telling them all off and leaving the room. Haven’t talked to any of them since,” I reply, shrugging.

“So where does this leave you? What are you gonna do?” she asks, narrowing her eyes as if she’s trying to figure me out.

“I’m not sure, honestly. Benjamin came to the ranch, Riley punched him, then Benjamin hauled my ass back home. I didn’t want to leave Texas, but I knew I had to make things right here first. I had just told him the night before that I loved him and wanted to stay there. He said he loved me too.” I choke back tears and sigh. “Then I broke his heart.”

I close my eyes, not wanting to get emotional, but it’s no use. I miss him so much already.

“Wow…” Summer inhales a deep breath. “Did you talk to Riley and explain your situation?”

“Yes, I told him everything. He basically told me the ball was in my court, and that I knew where he lived. I explained I had to go and straighten things out with my parents, but you should’ve seen his face. I hurt him. Betrayed his trust. His family was so wonderful to me, Summer. Showed me what it was like to have people in your life who support and love you unconditionally.”

“I support you,” she counters. “You’re my sister, and I love you so much.”

“I know you do. But for the most part, I’ve done what’s been expected of me my whole life. I didn’t want to go to med school, and I don’t want to marry a doctor. I’m a huge failure in their eyes. But I can’t live my life for them anymore.”

“Exactly,” she states. “You cannot live your life for anyone except you. I’ve loved Owen since I was fifteen. The fact that he wanted to be a doctor had nothing to do with me wanting to marry him. Sure, it made our parents happier than a pig in mud, but if he had wanted to do something else, that wouldn’t have changed the way I feel about him. Mom and Dad would’ve had to get over it. I know you think you’re a disappointment, but I also know they care about your happiness. They push you because they think it’s what they’re supposed to do instead of just supporting you in whatever it is you want.”

“Well, they could’ve fooled me for the past twenty-one years.” I scoff. “They always made me feel like I embarrassed them for being a hairdresser and wanting to explore everything and anything. They wanted a cookie-cutter daughter, but they got me instead.”

Summer reaches across the table and places her hand on top of mine. “They’ll come around, Zoey. They won’t risk not having a relationship with you and know they can’t push you to do something you don’t want. If Riley’s the one, they’ll just have to accept it.”

“I’m not even sure if what Riley and I had can be fixed at this point. He said it was my decision, but I’m afraid I’m just going to hurt him more.”

“Follow your heart, Zoey. It’ll always lead you in the right direction.”


Chapter Twenty-One


Riley

It’s been a week since Zoey left and took my heart with her. She texted me once to say she made it back home, but we haven’t talked since. I’ve been tempted a dozen times to reach out because I miss her so much, but then I decide not to and delete my message.

The worst fucking week of my life.

I told her the ball was in her court, knowing she had a big decision to make. I don’t want to be anyone’s second choice, and I thought it was different with Zoey. The betrayal I feel for not knowing the whole truth of why she was here still weighs heavy on my heart. Even though I believed her when she told me she loved me, I couldn’t beg her to stay or force her to choose me. Part of me wanted to, but the other part knew letting her go was the right thing to do. Her life was never here.

“Turn that frown upside down, Birthday Boy!” Diesel singsongs as he pours shots of tequila. “The ladies are gonna be here any second to pregame, and then we’re hitting the bar!”

Groaning, I take the shot from him and swallow it down. This wasn’t my idea, but after telling Diesel I didn’t want to celebrate and wanted to just spend the night alone, he made plans for the both of us. I don’t have enough energy to argue anymore.

“Cheers to twenty-three, you old fart!” He hands me another, and again, I swallow it down. Maybe it’ll numb me long enough to stop thinking about Zoey for more than ten seconds.

The doorbell rings, and Diesel claps. “They’re here! Get ready! Your birthday gifts have arrived…”

Grunting, I shake my head. I have zero interest in any woman who isn’t my wife.

Diesel lets them in and blasts the music.

Just fucking shoot me already.

“Alright, quit being a miserable bastard.” Diesel grabs my arm and lifts me to my feet before setting me down on a barstool. It’s the one from the kitchen that Zoey and I fooled around on. Great.

“Ladies, ladies…” Diesel says. “Lookin’ fine as hell. Let’s make the man of the hour feel better, shall we?”

Diesel changes the music, and soon, the girls are dancing in front of me. I have no idea who they are, but knowing my best friend, they’ve been bought for the night. Asshole.

I drink a beer while they strut their stuff, trying to tempt me to dance with them, but I push them away. A thanks, but no thanks approach and directed them toward Diesel instead.

“I’m getting a refill,” I tell him and leave the room before he can stop me. He has one girl on his lap while the other dances around them.

As I grab another beer from the fridge, I hear the doorbell ring again and shake my head. Who knows who else he invited? Probably more women. I’m going to need to be way drunker if Diesel has more shenanigans up his sleeve. So I grab two beers before walking back into the living room. It’s then I hear her voice.

“Oh, hi. Um. I’m looking for Riley, but it looks like I came at a bad time. I’ll come back…”

“Zoey?” Diesel says, standing and going to the door. I stand frozen, watching it all unfold, too shocked to move my damn feet. “What’re you doing here?”

“I came to talk to Riley…” Her sweet voice rings out, but I hear the devastation in her tone. Fuck, this looks really bad. “But never mind. You’re busy. I’ll go.”

Setting the bottles down, I rush through the room and push through Diesel and the girl. Zoey is already rushing down the stairs and back to her car.

“Zoey, wait…” I call out, following behind her. “It’s not what it looks like.”

She spins around and faces me, her expression unreadable as I approach her. “You don’t owe me an explanation, Riley.”

“You came back?” I ask on a breath.

“I’m sorry I showed up uninvited, but I wanted to give you these…” She hands me a manila folder. I watch as she chews on her lip—her nervous tic—as I open it and see it’s the annulment papers I first signed. Son of a bitch. “Hurting you will always be my biggest regret, Riley. I’m sorry for not telling you the whole truth sooner, but—”

“Do you still love me?” I interrupt, my heart throbs in my chest at seeing her and these fucking documents.

She blinks up at me and nods. “Yes, it’s why I—”

My jaw tightens, and I step closer. “Then why are you doing this?” I ask, shaking the folder in my hand.

“Riley, I’m trying—”

“Why are you walking away?” I take another step closer. “Don’t you feel how right this is?” I grab her hand. “How perfect we could be together?” I place her palm over my pounding heart and close the gap between us until she’s against the car door.

Our closeness causes her breath to hitch. With my eyes locked on hers, she whispers, “Yes, I do.”

“Then why did you sign the fucking papers, Zoey? Please tell me why,” I ask, squeezing her hand tighter.

She swallows, then looks up at me. “I didn’t.”

I lean back as if she’d just slapped me. “What? But you brought them here and gave them to me.” I drop her hand. “Or you wanted me to witness you signing them instead?”

She winces, and I immediately regret the words. “Guess I deserved that.”

“Shit, I’m sorry.” I shake my head, setting the folder on top of the car. “Then, please explain what it is you’re doing here because my mind is going fucking crazy.”

Zoey inhales a deep breath and smiles at me. Fuck, I’ve missed her smile. “I came here to say that I want you. Only you. I brought the papers so we could burn them together. I don’t want an annulment. On the chance that you still want to me married to me, that is.”

“Are you serious?” How could she even second-guess that she’s all I want?

Well, the two half naked girls in my house probably don’t help.

She nods. “I never had feelings for Benjamin or anything my parents pictured for me, but I tried for so long to make them happy that the lines began to blur between living my life and living for them. I decided life wasn’t worth living if you weren’t in it.”

I can’t help the smile on my face as I take in her words. “Really? You want to stay married then?” Caging her against the car, I lean forward, waiting for her to say the words.

“Yes, dummy!” She swats at my chest, laughing. “Had you not interrupted me a dozen times, I could’ve said that sooner.”

Wrapping a hand around her neck, I pull her mouth to mine and press our bodies together. Zoey immediately relaxes against me, looping her arms around my waist and pulling me tighter. I can’t believe she’s really here.

“You’re staying…” I whisper against her lips.

“Yes,” she replies.

“You’re mine.”

“Yes.” She slides her tongue between my lips. “Only yours.”

“Always.”

Zoey grins against me. “Yes.”

Hesitantly, I pull back as we both catch our breaths. “Tell me what happened,” I say, and she immediately knows what I’m referring to.

“I told my parents the truth, and that I refused to marry someone just to appease them. They weren’t happy about it, but once the initial shock wore off, they accepted that my happiness was more important. They apologized for making me feel pressured, and as soon as I was able to get things in order at my job and pack up, I grabbed a flight out here. Summer said she’d ship me the rest of my things, assuming you didn’t kick me out on my ass.”

I smirk. “I’m crazy in love with you, Zoey. I’d never kick you anywhere, except maybe into my bed.”

She brings our lips back together before pulling apart and grinning. “So you want to explain the two strippers in your house, or are we just going to ignore that?”

Chuckling, I shake my head. “Fucking Diesel. It’s his birthday gift to me.” I roll my eyes with a sigh. “Told him I didn’t want him to do anything, but you know how well he listens.”

She furrows her brows at me, frowning. “I’m sorry I missed your birthday. I’m the worst wife ever.”

I look at my new watch—a gift from my parents and Rowan—and grin. “It’s not over yet. Plenty of time to make it up to me.” I waggle my brows.

“Well, in that case…let’s go inside.”

“I like that idea much better.” I wink.

After I grab the folder and her luggage, we walk back into the house and go straight into my bedroom. The moment the door is shut, I drop everything and wrap Zoey into my arms.

“I think it’s time we take a proper honeymoon, wife. What do you think?” I suck on her neck, brushing my facial hair against her skin because I know it drives her insane.

She arches, giving me better access. “Mmm…I like that idea very much.”

“Let’s start now.” My hands slide around her back and up her tank top. “We’ll call it a pre-honeymoon.”

She chuckles and raises her arms so I can take it off. “What about your company?”

“Meh. Let Diesel have fun with them. It’ll keep him away from my sister, at least.”

Zoey laughs, reaching for my shirt and lifting it over my head. “You won’t be able to forever, you know.”

“Yes, I will,” I state matter-of-factly, pulling her closer. “And that Trace douche? Pretty sure Diesel scared him away for good.”

“Poor Rowan,” she says.

Wrapping a hand around her, I unclasp her bra and toss it. “Can we not talk about my sister right now?”

“Would you rather talk about mine?” she counters, smirking.

“That’s…” I shake my head. “You’re weird. Clothes. Off. Now.”

Zoey laughs, unbuttoning her shorts. “Hey, you married me.”

“And I’d do it again,” I say without hesitation, undoing my jeans and kicking them off with my boxers.

“No regrets?” she asks as she slides her panties down.

“Fucking never.” I growl, launching myself toward her until she’s back in my arms. I cup her ass as she wraps her legs around me. “This just became the best birthday of my life.”

“Does this mean I have to put out for every birthday from now on?” she taunts as I place her on the bed and tower over her.

“You’ve set a precedent now,” I tell her. “Birthday sex is now a thing.”

She crosses her ankles behind my back, pushing me against her gorgeous naked body. “Okay. Sex on your birthday, breakfast in bed for mine.”

I smile against her collarbone as I feather kisses down her body. Lifting my head, I meet her eyes. “Wait, that sounds good. I want that too.”

“Nope, you only get one,” she says, then releases a moan when my erection brushes against her pussy.

“How about we both get breakfast in bed and sex on our birthdays, so really we get to celebrate twice?”

“Hmm…okay, deal.” She arches her back as I wrap my mouth around her peaked nipple.

“Look at us.” I flatten my tongue between her breasts. “Already making compromises as a married couple.”

“I’m nothing if not agreeable,” she hums. “Unless you think we’re moving too fast?”

Lifting up on my palms, I tower over her beautiful face. “I’m quite sure that ship sailed within the first twenty-four hours of meeting.” I lift my hips toward hers, letting her feel how hard I am. “I knew I wanted you the moment I saw you and fell head over heels in love with you within two weeks of you being here. There’s no slowin’ down, baby. Except when I’m devouring you…because I’ll take my time doing that.”

Leaning down on one elbow, I tilt up her chin and bring her mouth to mine.

“I don’t deserve you,” she says softly, dropping her legs on either side of me. “The way I hurt you…I’ll regret it forever.”

Brushing hair from her cheeks, I kiss her sad lips. “That’s something you’ll learn about the Bishops. We fall fast and love hard. You made a mistake, but that’s what makes you human, so forgive yourself, sweetheart. Because I already have.”

“I love you,” she whispers, capturing my mouth with hers. “I’ll spend the rest of my life proving that to you.”

Grabbing her thigh, I hitch it over my hip and squeeze her ass, before slapping it. “And I’ll enjoy every goddamn minute of it.”

Zoey pushes me down and straddles my waist with a shit-eating smirk on her face. “Then hang on, cowboy. It’s gonna be a bumpy ride.”

She presses her palms to my chest and lifts herself up. I grip her waist as she takes my cock and strokes it.

“Fuck…” I groan as my head falls back. A moment later, she positions it at her entrance, then slowly slides her body down. “Jesus Christ, Zoey.”

She feels so goddamn amazing that I can barely breathe. As Zoey rocks her hips against me, she leans over, allowing me to cup her breast.

“You feel so good,” she whispers against my mouth, squeezing her eyes shut.

“Look at me, sweetheart,” I demand, then slide my hand to her neck. When she opens them, I flick my tongue out and lick her lips. “It feels so fucking right.”

She nods, releasing a moan so sweet, it nearly sends me straight to heaven. I bring my hand back to her ass and slap it. Zoey yelps and laughs, pushing up on my chest and increasing her pace.

Arching my back, I jerk my hips up and meet her thrusts. They’re frantic and greedy, both of us wanting more of each other with no desire to stop anytime soon.

I can tell she’s about to come when her pussy tightens around my dick, so I circle my thumb over her clit and pinch her nipple.

“Oh my God…” she pants, throwing her head back. I love the way her hair falls, begging to be pulled.

“Yes, baby. Keep goin’. You’re so close.” I add more pressure, rubbing her sensitive spot faster. Sliding my hand up between her breasts, I grip my fingers around her throat and lightly squeeze.

“Fuck, yes, yes, yes…” Zoey unravels, her body shaking with convulsions as she moans and rides out her release. “Oh. My. God,” she says, panting. “That was intense.” Blinking, she looks down at me, and I chuckle at the way she’s trying to catch her breath. Her tits bounce in front of me, and I push myself up until I can capture one in my mouth.

A moment later, I flip her over until she’s underneath me. She yelps and laughs, keeping our bodies molded together. Grabbing her leg, I prop her ankle up on my shoulder and close the gap between us.

“I’d hang on to the headboard if I were you.” I flash her a wink, slowly pulling out before quickly thrusting back inside.

“Jesus,” she says, reaching above her head and grabbing the rails.

When I lean down, her knee nearly touches her chest, allowing me to go even deeper. She grips me so damn tight that I know I won’t last long if she keeps doing that.

Her other leg snakes around my waist, and when she begs for more, I know I can’t deny her. I lean back slightly and grip her hips, driving into her as fast as I can. She screams my name, rocking her body against mine, and as soon as I feel her tighten around my dick, I’m fucking gone.

With a loud growl, I unleash into her. We please each other until we’re both spent and gasping for air.

“I hope Diesel didn’t hear that,” she says, her chest rising and falling after I collapsed next to her. “I’m already gonna have a hard time looking him in the eyes. He probably hates me.”

“Is that who you were thinking of this whole time?” I tease. “Should I ask him to join us?”

She snaps her face to mine in horror. “Is that something you…do? I mean, no judging, but…”

“Zoey.” I burst out laughing. “No! God, no. I was joking.”

She smacks me before rolling over and resting her head on my chest. “You’re the worst.”

“Yeah, well you married me, so now you gotta deal with me.” I brush the hair off her sweaty face, which causes me to smile.

“I know…but at least the sex is good.” She shrugs.

“Good?” I ask, feigning offense and arching a brow.

“Pretty good?”

I move my hand down and smack her ass, harder this time.

“Okay, geez!” She laughs. “You sure like your ego stroked.”

“Not just my ego…”

She rolls her eyes. “Lord, I’m done.”

Zoey tries to roll over, but I wrap my legs around her and pin her to my body. “Not so fast, Mrs. Bishop.” She tries to hold back a grin, but I see it. “We have some making up to do.”

She furrows her brows. “Isn’t that what we just did?”

“That was birthday sex,” I tell her. “Now it’s makeup sex time.”

Zoey bites down on her lower lip. “Does that include bending me over and telling me I’ve been a very bad girl?”

“Jesus, fuck…” My cock hardens, and I groan at her dirty words. “I’m about to throw you over my shoulder and take you in the shower.”

“It’s good to be back,” she whispers with a cheeky grin, letting out a hum.

“I’m glad you’re home, wifey.”


Chapter Twenty-Two


Zoey

Five Months Later

Christmas on the ranch is something I’ve looked forward to for months, and now that the temperature has significantly dropped, I’m even more excited. The B&B is decorated with colorful lights, candy canes, and fake snow, and I adore it so much. Not to mention the holiday music and eggnog available at all hours of the day. The Bishop women got together and strung lights, made homemade cookies, and put up the famous twelve-foot tree. It was the most fun I’ve had during the holidays since I was a kid.

When I moved to Texas, my parents were pissed, but I didn’t care. I’d embarrassed them for calling off the wedding with Benjamin, and I refused to apologize for it because my heart knew what was right. The day I packed my shit and left, their hold on me was released. It took all of three weeks for Benjamin to find another victim, and he’s now already married and expecting a baby.

Before Thanksgiving, my folks flew here to talk to me because every phone call ended with one of us hanging up on the other, and I was exhausted from dealing with them. As soon as they showed up, they apologized, and after meeting the Bishops, they fully understood why I loved being here so much. I was shocked, but they finally accepted me and my decisions.

I roll over and feel the bed is empty, but it’s still warm from Riley. Putting on my slippers and robe, I head out to find my husband. He’s in the kitchen dressed in layers, sipping his coffee. The longer scruff on his chin suits him, which I’ve always loved. I take a few steps forward and plant a kiss on his lips, telling him good morning.

“You’re gonna be so damn excited,” he tells me with a smirk.

“Why?”

“Go look outside.” He tilts his head toward the door.

“No…” I gasp. “No way!”

He nods and follows me to the big double windows in the living room. The sun hasn’t risen yet, but the moonlight makes it visible. Outside, a thin layer of snow coats the grass, something that doesn’t happen too often in Texas.

“It’s a Christmas miracle!” I shout, so excited to see the white-covered ground. Without thinking, I go outside and immediately regret it because it’s freezing, but I scoop up some snow that almost immediately melts when I grab it. I hurry and mold it into a ball, then throw it at Riley. He chuckles, closes the space between us, and pulls me into his arms. His soft lips gently paint mine, and I sigh against him. To think, I almost lost him, and at moments like this, I’m so grateful I didn’t.

“I love you so damn much,” he whispers.

“I love you more,” I say, pouring everything I have into him. A shiver courses through me, and Riley leads me back inside.

“The last thing I need is you getting sick,” he says, pouring me a cup of coffee. “I’m gonna feed the animals, and then I’ll be back to get you for lunch at Grandma’s.”

I walk over to him, sitting on his lap. “But don’t you want your Christmas present now? It’s not suitable for your parents to see.”

His eyebrows perk up. “Uhh. Fuck yes.”

“One second,” I tell him and rush into the bedroom, pulling a sexy set of red lingerie that I bought online from my dresser. After I change, I walk back into the kitchen in panties and a bra that leaves no room for the imagination with a ribbon tied around my stomach.

“Merry fuckin’ Christmas to me.” He beams, untying my makeshift bow. Riley picks me up in one swift movement and carries me to the bedroom.

“You have time, right?” I ask, knowing he has a list of things to do before the sun rises.

“I’ll always have time for you, sweetheart. No matter what,” he murmurs. Laying me down on the bed, he takes his time admiring me as he removes all of his clothes. “I’m the luckiest man in the world.”

He still has the ability to make me blush. “Come here,” I demand.

Our lips crash together, and I wish we could spend all day rolling under the sheets as the snow falls outside, but I’ll take him whenever I can get him. Riley wastes no time, looping his fingers in the lace of my panties and sliding them down before removing my bra and taking each nipple in his mouth.

I let out a moan, needing him more than I need warmth on this cold winter day.

“Shit, you’re ready for me, baby,” he hums, sliding his fingers between my legs. “I have to taste you first. Christmas breakfast.” He winks, which makes me chuckle. The man has no shame.

As he drags his lips down my stomach and kisses between my thighs, I nearly beg him to stop teasing me. But when his tongue flicks against my clit, I see stars. Riley knows how to please me in ways no one has ever been able to, making sure I come at least once before he does. As I lose myself in the moment, he hovers above me, carefully filling me with his length. Placing my palms on each side of his face, I pull his mouth to mine, allowing our tongues to dance as our bodies move together in perfect rhythm.

“You’re so damn beautiful.” He grins, panting as he speeds up the pace. His words are so heartfelt and make me feel like I’m his whole world.

My body tightens, shaking as he brings me over the edge. I moan his name, digging my nails into his back. His body seizes, latching his lips to mine as he releases inside me. Riley topples over, pulling me with him, and I laugh.

“Best Christmas morning I’ve ever had,” he teases, and I can’t help but agree.

Soon, we’re cleaning up, and he’s putting on his layers of clothes so he can get the day started. I frown because I already miss him.

“I’ll pick you up around eleven for lunch.” He gives me a goodbye kiss, and I want to pull him back into bed with me, but I know I can’t. I yawn, and once he’s out the door, I easily fall back to sleep.

I wake to Riley plopping down on the bed next to me, brushing his fingers over my cheek. I reach for him with sleepy eyes and a smile.

“You know we can’t be late,” he reminds me, but there’s no way I’d forget. Grandma Bishop invented punctuality.

“Is the snow still there?” I lift my head and try to catch a glimpse out the window but fail miserably.

“No, as soon as the sun came up, it pretty much all melted. Usually doesn’t stick.” He leans down to give me a kiss, which I happily accept. “It’s half past ten,” he tells me, playfully pushing me, and I lazily roll out of bed, still naked, and go to our closet.

“Damn, am I glad I made Diesel move out.” Riley groans with a smirk, fully taking me in, and it causes me to laugh.

I slip on a sweater and some jeans, then put on some boots that go halfway up my calves, and throw my hair into a messy bun.

“Don’t forget to grab the Christmas gifts for Grandma and Grandpa,” I remind Riley.

“Good call,” he tells me with a grin, pulling the presents from under the tree.

Yesterday, we celebrated at his parents’ house, exchanging gifts and eating a ton of food and sweets. Riley’s parents told me stories about him as a kid, and Rowan didn’t let them hold back anything. She and I have become really close friends, and I can tell her almost anything, though I leave out all the sex because it’s her brother, and she’ll roll her eyes with a gag. I adore his parents so much, and they’ve quickly accepted me as their second daughter, a title I’m proud to have earned.

Riley and I climb into the truck and head to the other side of the ranch where his grandparents live. The yard is full of trucks, and I know the house is going to be crammed full of all the kids and grandkids.

We walk inside, and everyone instantly starts shouting their hellos. No one with the last name of Bishop is remotely quiet. I think it’s because they’ve always had to talk over each other to be heard, which I find hilarious.

Before we make our way to the kitchen, Riley points above the entrance where mistletoe is haphazardly hung. With a swift movement, he pulls me into his arms and captures my lips with his. The aww’s and a few gagging noises from his younger cousins fill the space because, of course, we have an audience.

“Gotta kiss my wife under the mistletoe,” he exclaims. “Bishop tradition.”

I laugh and grab his hand and look around at all the love in the room. Grandma Bishop comes up and pulls us into a big hug and gives us kisses. She’s wearing the cutest Santa Claus apron and looks like Mrs. Claus. “So glad you kids could make it.”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I say, and she gives me a soft pat on the cheek.

“We’re getting ready to say grace so we can eat,” Grandma Bishop announces, speaking loud enough for everyone to get the message. The men remove their ball caps and cowboy hats before their grandfather says the blessing. He ends it with a big, “Let’s eat!”

All the adults sit at the main table to eat, and in the other room, a kiddie table is set up. Since we’re married, we get to sit with the grown-ups, which has Riley gloating as the others shoot daggers at him. We fill our plates high from the mounds of food. By the time we’re done eating, we’re so miserable from stuffing ourselves to the max. I take our plates to the kitchen and set them in the sink when Grandma Bishop thanks me.

“So when are you and Riley going to make me some great-grandchildren?” she asks pointedly.

My eyes go wide, and Riley’s mama walks up and clears her throat. “I’m not ready to be a grandma just yet.”

“Well, I’m not gettin’ any younger,” Grandma Bishop hints, giving me a sweet smile. The woman loves her kids, grandchildren, and I’ve heard stories about how much pressure she puts on everyone. Needless to say, we’re in the hot seat. I laugh, excusing myself, and rush back to Riley.

“Your grandma just cornered me about having kids,” I tell him as he leads me into the living room.

“Well?” he pushes. “Did you tell her we’re trying?”

“No!” I release a nervous laugh. “Your mom walked up, and needless to say, it was awkward.”

“Get used to it. Grandma’s relentless,” he says into my neck.

“I heard that!” she scolds, walking around with a plate of cookies. I take one, but I’m not sure I can even eat it. I might not be pregnant, but I definitely have a food baby. But you never deny Grandma Bishop’s food. I learned that the hard way. She rounds us all up, and we somehow manage to all fit in the living room. Once she hands out presents to her kids and grandkids, we open them, chatting and laughing. It’s not until everyone’s done that she and Grandpa unwrap theirs. I can’t help but look around the room and feel so damn grateful for getting to be a part of this family, one so welcoming and loving, I can’t imagine life without them all.

Just as his grandparents finish thanking everyone for their gifts, Riley stands and says he has an announcement to make. I look at him curiously because I have no idea what he’s going to say. All eyes are on him, which makes me nervous as hell.

“So everyone knows that Zoey and I eloped in Vegas, thanks to my best friend who dared us to get married…” He smirks, and laughter fills the room. “Come up here, my gorgeous bride.” Riley grabs my hand and pulls me up so we’re face to face. I furrow my brows at him, my heart racing at the unwanted attention.

“What are you doing?” I whisper, but he just winks before dropping to one knee. He opens a black velvet box with a beautiful diamond ring inside. Then he takes my hand, and we lock eyes.

“You’re already my wife, the best thing that has ever happened to me by far. I know you risked so much to be with me, and I’m glad you did. I love you so damn much, baby. Will you marry me…again?”

I glance down at the cheap novelty ring he bought me at the chapel in Vegas and haven’t been able to part with it.

“Well?” he nervously asks when I don’t respond.

Blinking, I smile wide. “Yes, absolutely!” I take off my old ring, one I’ll still treasure forever, and allow him to slip on the new one. It’s absolutely stunning; I can hardly believe it. “It’s so beautiful,” I murmur.

“You’re beautiful,” he counters. “I want to give you the wedding you deserve, baby.”

Nodding and holding back tears, I nearly knock him down as I lean forward to kiss him. He falls on the floor with me in his arms, and I can’t stop kissing him regardless of all the people watching.

“I said I wanted great-grandkids, but I don’t want to witness them being made,” Grandma Bishop blurts out, and the room bursts into laughter.

We pull apart, and I can’t stop staring at this perfect man who’s changed my entire life. Everyone goes back to their own conversations, and I look down at the ring, then glance at him.

“Are you sure you want to marry me again?” I ask with a smirk.

“I’d marry you a million times, Zoey.” The passion in his voice is prevalent.

“Same,” I say, the grin covering my face. “Guess I’ll be getting hitched to the cowboy again.”

“And damn, I can’t wait for the honeymoon.”


Epilogue


Riley

Two and a Half Years Later

I help carry boxes into Rowan’s bedroom, and I’m pissed because it feels as if she’s packed them full of textbooks. And possibly rocks. “What the hell do you have in here?” I groan, setting one down with a thud.

“Lots of stuff,” she singsongs. “I accumulated a ton of shit after four years of college,” Rowan tells me matter-of-factly. She graduated with her bachelor’s degree in finance a few weeks ago and had to have everything out of her place by this weekend. Dad voluntold Diesel and me to help, which meant we didn’t have a choice. So we drove six hours to Houston, loaded up all her boxes, drove six hours back and have been unloading for the past half hour. It’s been a long fuckin’ day considering we left at four a.m.

Honestly, I’d rather have shoveled horse shit for a week.

But she’s my baby sister, and now that she’s done with school, she’s back permanently. I’m happy she’s home, but now that means keeping an eye on her, especially when my best friend is always drooling over her.

“You better be glad I love you. That’s all I have to say. I wouldn’t have done this for anyone else.” I laugh, but I’m not kidding.

Rowan sits on her childhood bed and looks around. “It’s going to be weird living back with Mom and Dad, but I’m excited to be close to you, Zoey, and the new baby!” She does a little squeal, and I flinch at her high-pitched tone.

“Me too, sis. Auntie Rowan will be on babysitting duty every weekend, right?” I tease.

“I plan to have a life, thank you very much.”

“Yeah, hanging out with me,” Diesel interrupts, hauling a box in and dropping it.

“Hey! That could’ve been fragile!” Rowan stands and scowls.

“Relax, princess. I looked inside, and it wasn’t.” He flashes a shit-eating grin as if he’d been digging into the cookie jar.

“Don’t look through my things, you weirdo!” She pushes his chest, but Diesel doesn’t budge.

“She literally just moved back. Can’t you two be adults and stop antagonizing one another?” I ask, then laugh, knowing they’ve been at each other’s throats for as long as I can remember. Diesel’s a year older than Rowan and has been taunting her since grade school. At this point, it’s his life’s mission.

“Between me and Diesel, there’s only one adult here,” Rowan jabs, narrowing her eyes at him.

Diesel presses a palm to his chest and frowns. “Now that just hurts. You wound me.”

Rowan rolls her eyes and pushes past him toward the door.

“Alright, children. Let’s get this shit done so I can go back to my pregnant wife.” Zoey’s eight months pregnant and ready to burst any day. She’s been miserable in this Texas heat and having my sister close will be helpful, even though Rowan will be spending most of her time managing the bar and getting some business experience under her belt.

“I can’t wait to meet my nephew!” Rowan looks over her shoulder with a wide smile as I follow her out into the hallway.

“I’m over the moon excited.” I grin.

“You know that means you’ll need to give him a little sister right away? Just like Mom and Dad. They had you and realized they needed me to complete their family.” She turns around and smirks.

“Har, har. You were a whoops baby.”

“Liar! You were!”

We laugh all the way back to the trailer and grab another round of her stuff.

When Zoey told me she was pregnant, I cried tears of joy. We’d been trying for months, and while we didn’t want to rush into having kids, we took the if it happens, it happens approach, but I was more than ready to start a family with her. After she moved here permanently, Mary Sue gave her a part-time position at the salon and Zoey had been working three to four days a week until a month ago when her feet couldn’t take it any longer. She was happy she was able to continue cutting hair here and loved meeting new people in town. She’ll eventually go back to work, but for now we’re staying focused on the baby.

Zoey has made me the happiest man on the planet, and just when I think our life together can’t get any better, something else amazing happens and proves me wrong.

Grandma Bishop nearly fell to her knees because she was so damn excited about the news. After we told our parents, she was the first up on the list and probably the most thrilled. She’s told everyone at church; hell, she’s announced it to the whole town that she’s gonna be a great-grandmother. Being the first grandkid to have a baby and giving her the first great-grandchild is one of my proudest moments. All of my aunts and uncles have been celebrating the new Bishop addition and have gone above and beyond with buying gifts and making Zoey and me feel loved. It’s been so long since there was a baby Bishop that they’re borderline going overboard, but I can’t complain. That’s just how my family is.

But more than anything, I’m excited our little family is growing, and if I have it my way, we’ll have a house full of kids sooner than later. Growing up on the ranch shaped who I am, and I’m excited to share this life with my son and wife, keeping the Bishop traditions alive.

Diesel walks into Rowan’s room, carrying a box that has the word clothes written in black Sharpie on the side. “I went through this one too.” He shoots me a smirk. “You have a thing for red thongs, huh?”

“You ever gonna grow up?” Rowan snaps at him.

I sure as hell could’ve gone my entire life without knowing that information.

He shakes his head and shoots her a wink. “Never, baby.”

“Why is he here again?” she asks as we walk outside to the lowboy that’s still stacked full of boxes. Diesel lingers a little too long just so he can check out my sister’s ass, which infuriates me to no end. He’s relentless and has kept this act going for years, making me wonder if he’s serious. Better not be because Rowan is off-limits. Though she’s turning twenty-three soon and is a grown ass woman, she’ll always be my little sister. I will stand up and protect her no matter what. Even when she doesn’t think she needs it.

“Because Mom and Dad love him for some reason,” I say sarcastically, but I have to give credit where credit is due. “He has grown up some since he got promoted, though.” I give her a smile, pretty damn proud of my best friend. “Overseeing the cattle operation is a big job. Lots of horseback riding, fence fixin’, branding, and all the other stuff that goes along with it. One of the reasons he got the old cabin to fix up too. He’s really stepped up,” I remind her. Diesel has been busting his ass over the past two years, showing that he was ready for more responsibility. Everyone’s impressed, even me, though it still hasn’t stopped his shenanigans and relentless flirting with my sister.

“He’s still immature,” she retorts, but her voice is much softer when she speaks.

A chuckle escapes me. “Okay, well I can’t deny that.”

After we help her move every single box, she thanks me with a hug. Then she turns to Diesel and gives him a handshake and a glare.

“I’ll take a kiss as a thank you.” He leans down, pointing at his cheek.

“Will you turn back into a toad if I do?” she jokes, playfully slapping his arm.

“No, sweetheart, I’m already your prince.” He puckers his lips, which only causes Rowan to groan and walk away.

I get in my truck, and Diesel climbs in the passenger side so we can drop off the trailer, and I can head back home.

“I think she likes me.” He beams.

I snort. “I think you’re still drunk from last night.”

“Nope, totally sober,” he taunts, touching the tip of his nose with his right finger then his left.

“Don’t forget I’ll kick your ass if you fuck with my sister. She’s off-limits,” I warn, completely serious. Diesel is a great guy, but he’s known for one-night stands and partying. Rowan just graduated and is focused on her future. No guy will ever be good enough for her in my eyes, not even Diesel.

“What you don’t know won’t hurt ya, Daddy.” He snickers.

“Dude! It’s sick when you call me that.”

Diesel’s mood shifts, and he frowns as I start the truck. “I might’ve seen who she was texting earlier,” he states, and when I look at him, he continues. “You’re not gonna like it.”

“Who was it?”

“Trace. That guy she hung around a couple of years ago.”

Snarling, I ask, “That fucking thirty-year-old?” I remember him from the Fourth of July party she invited him to and didn’t like him then.

“I think he was twenty-seven at the time, so almost, I guess.”

I growl just thinking about it as I drive over to Diesel’s truck.

“What the fuck is he doing texting her?”

“The message said ‘Can’t wait!’ so it sounds like they’re planning to meet up,” Diesel explains, but I can tell he’s agitated as hell over it.

“Over my dead body,” I hiss. “No good can come from her dating an old fart like him, especially after the last guy who cheated on her.” My jaw tenses just thinking about that Nick asshole she dated her last year in college. “She told me she wasn’t interested in anyone,” I say. After she got her heart broken a couple of months ago, she swore off men and has been pretty vocal about it.

I park next to his Chevy, and after he hops out, he leans back in and smirks. “I’m lookin’ quite good now, aren’t I?” He waggles his brows. “At least you know I wouldn’t cheat on her.”

My brows furrow as my body tenses. “No, because you don’t date. You just bang ’em and bail,” I retort. “And I’d really hate to have to kick your sorry ass if you touch my sister. So, don’t even think about it.”

Diesel gives me a cocky salute, and as he walks to his truck, I honk my horn at him. When he looks, I flip him off, then drive away, amused with myself. I drop off the trailer in the old barn by the B&B and then make my way home where Zoey’s waiting impatiently.

As soon as I walk in, she smiles but doesn’t get off the couch. Her feet are propped up on the coffee table, and there’s a towel on her forehead. I lean down and kiss her before sitting next to her. “You feeling okay?”

“It’s torture in here. How is it possible for Texas to be hotter than Phoenix? It’s shit!” She groans.

I try not to laugh, though she’s so damn adorable when she’s mad. It’s pitiful. The air is on, but it can’t keep up in this heat or with a pregnant woman’s hormones.

“Is there anything I can do for you?” I grab Zoey’s hand and weave her fingers through mine.

“Pull this baby out? I’ve tried to coax him. Even made some insane deals that I promise to God I will keep, but he refuses to take the bait. He’s stubborn!”

I snort, knowing Zoey can be the same way. The past three years together have been amazing, and I wouldn’t change them for anything, but we’ve done our fair share of bickering. You learn a lot about a person you married on a whim when they move in with you. All the quirks and bad habits come to light.

“What kind of deals?” I grin, loving her crazy pregnancy antics.

She readjusts the pillow that she uses to support her back. “I told him if he decided to come out within the next twenty-four hours, I’d buy him a brand-new Mustang convertible when he turns sixteen. What kid turns that down?” she shouts.

I lean forward, rub her belly, and speak to him. “Zach? You hear that? You’ll be a chick magnet with a convertible. You’ll pull all the hoes. I’d take that deal!”

I place my ear to her stomach, waiting for a response. I don’t hear a thing, not even a tummy growl. Sitting up, I look at her. “I don’t think he’s going for it, baby. Might want to sweeten the pot.”

She groans again, leaning her head against the couch and readjusts the cold cloth on her head. “I think I want to take a bath in ice cubes,” she says, grunting. “I’m literally sweating in places I didn’t know could sweat, and this is all your fault.”

My eyes go wide. “It takes two to tango, honey. And you don’t seem to take no for an answer! Even when I’m sleeping!”

She laughs, a smile finally splitting her cheeks. “You’re right. But you didn’t warn me that all the Bishop babies have been giants. No, you conveniently left that part out, and Rowan had to share that lovely news with me, and then your mother confirmed. If I would’ve known that—”

I press my lips against hers, stopping her rant. “You still would’ve wanted all my babies.”

“Ugh.” She rolls her eyes. “You’re right, but dammit, I hate you right now.”

I pull her legs into my lap, and she repositions herself so I can gently massage her swollen feet. “It could be worse, though,” I tell her.

She leans up and scowls at me. “How so?”

“You could be having twins. Or hell, triplets. Runs in the family,” I remind her, smirking.

“Multiple ten-pound babies?” Her eyes widen as she falls back. “That sounds like divorce to me.”

I grin at her dramatics. “There’s always next time. Twin siblings would be cool, wouldn’t it, Zach?”

She grabs her stomach. “Oh my God! He kicked like he was answering you.”

Roaring laughter escapes me. “That’s my kid.”

“What am I gonna do with you two?” She beams, and I notice the sparkle in her eyes. It’s been there since the moment she found out she was pregnant.

“Love us unconditionally?”

She repositions herself and moves closer so she can kiss me, slow and passionately. “I already do, cowboy. And always will, for the rest of my life. Even when you knock me up with giant babies.”

“I love you so much,” I tell her, knowing my words will never be able to fully explain how much she means to me. Our relationship may have started with a dare, but it didn’t end in divorce. Zoey’s my everything, and though we had a rocky start, it was all worth it, and I wouldn’t change a thing.

*     *     *

We hope you enjoyed Riley & Zoey’s story! There is a lot more to come in the Circle B Ranch series, featuring the Bishop’s and finding their happily ever afters. Even though this can be read as a stand-alone, some of the characters will interconnect to the next one, so we hope you’ll join us for Diesel & Rowan’s story next in Catching the Cowboy!


Our Options Have Changed


Julia Kent and Elisa Reed


Chapter One


Chloe

My desk at work is one smooth sheet of inch-thick glass. It’s called a waterfall. It’s utterly simple and uncomplicated, and every night when I leave my office, I leave that surface perfectly clear. Free of stress.

Gleaming.

So when I walk in this morning and see what appears to be a bound report lying open on my otherwise beautifully empty desktop, I am not happy.

There goes my chi. And it’s only seven a.m.

I can tell from across the room that the page has been highlighted in a shade of day-glo pink so bright it hurts my eyes.

It still hurts my eyes.

Whatever this document is, someone has helpfully previewed the contents for me.

I stow my tote bag in the closet, pulling out my laptop, cell phone, and my heels.

I push my empty cardboard container of coffee far down in the small rattan wastebasket. At O, the women’s spa (and so much more) where I am director of design, visual clutter is not in keeping with corporate standards. My next coffee this morning will be sipped from company china: a white mug outlined with a pale grey rim. O.

Just…O.

Sitting in my chair, I squint at the alarmingly pink page. It’s the color of Pepto-Bismol. I doubt that’s a coincidence.

Access: The Consolidated Evalu-shop team conducted its initial assessment of O’s flagship location in downtown Boston at 11:30 am on a weekday. As our vehicle approached the retail shop, it became apparent that neither street parking spaces nor garage facilities were available within an easy walk of the entrance. Investigators were forced to park two blocks away in a metered space requiring $2 in quarters for two hours, with no refill option after time expired. Grade: C.

Recommendation: Complimentary valet parking service should be instituted at the door immediately.

Sigh.

Okay, the good news: Operations at O are not my area of responsibility. The not-so-good news: Presentation is. Once you enter our door, if you can see it, I am responsible for it. And now it seems that my spa—my career baby—has been deemed average.

Average. Grade C. Middle of the bell curve.

I flip quickly to Section 3 and skim down the page. Thankfully, no highlighter. I can open my eyes. A random paragraph reads:

Staff Attire: Servers (Male) Our team unanimously awarded very high marks in this area. The male thongs were clearly custom-made, and without exception, well-fitting. They were constructed in such a way as to reveal the positive attributes of each server, at the same time leaving the most intimate details to the club member’s imagination until intentionally revealed. The servers’ short kimono jackets were chic and serviceable; the motion of the fabric and open style of the jacket captured and held the viewer’s interest. Very high-quality materials. Grade: A

Great. Let’s translate this, shall we? The nearly-naked men get an A, the facilities get a C. Sex sells. Parking doesn’t.

And there’s more. Over one hundred pages more.

We’ve been mystery-shopped.

Being the subject of a mystery shop evaluation is like standing naked in front of your future in-laws with your credit report taped all over your body and lie-detector tests from all your exes being read over an intercom. In the middle of church.

While standing in a pool of sharks.

Or maybe it just seems that bad. I’m not sure. But I do know there’s no way I can read this much pink without more coffee.

And some Xanax-flavored creamer.

A C? I’m that kid who never earned a C in her life. Failure starts with C!

Okay, so, technically it starts with F, and right now, another word that starts with F is coming out of my mouth as I read this secret shopper evaluation that is longer than my college senior honors thesis.

I live for O.

Don’t misunderstand. You’ve heard of O, right?

We’ve been written up in every lifestyle publication from A to Z. Boston trendsetter Jessica Coffin Instagrams about us regularly—although I’m never quite sure whether she’s being sincere or snarky, and sometimes I suspect she’s on retainer. This is from yesterday’s feed from Jessica: Standing O.

O is a twenty-first century club for sophisticated women. A fourth space for women of a discerning taste.

Home is the first space. Work is the second space. Third spaces are locations like coffee shops and malls.

O is the fourth space. The space where you can arrive. Rest. Relax. Indulge. Be someone you can’t be in the other three spaces.

Based on our membership rates, we’re onto something. Our investors are, shall we say, pleased.

O does have a public presence, thanks to our retail environments. In Boston, Chicago, San Francisco, and soon in New Orleans, sophisticated consumers can spend hours—and hundreds of dollars—browsing our selection of “elegant accessories for intimate pleasure.”

That’s right—sex toys. That’s what the masses call them. Except at O, we cater to a clientele that doesn’t want to be one of the hoi polloi. They want to be unique. In the know. Enlightened and cosmopolitan on the surface.

But a wildcat down…below.

Which makes a Grade C unacceptable. No one wants to be average.

Especially down below.

“‘Trying too hard’?” I read aloud, my words coming out like a bark, my fingernails curling and biting into my palms. “How dare they!”

The last time we were mystery shopped, the review began with superlatives that turned my ego into a hot air balloon.

This new eval? More like a Patriots football.

I read on for a very long time, forcing my face to relax.

Every O has its levels. We begin with apparel. Think of it as gift-wrapping—who doesn’t love to unwrap a beautiful package? Gently tugging off the ribbon, sliding a fingernail underneath the glossy paper, slowly lifting the lid and spreading open the rustling layers of tissue paper to reveal the delicious surprise beneath. We offer both lingerie and street-wear boutiques.

“The clothing seems a bit out of date and not accessible to the average woman,” I whisper-read, wondering who wrote that? There was that word again. Average. We don’t cater to the average woman! Our boutiques carry every size fathomable, and designers from Milan you’ve never heard of (but will next season) have exclusive pre-season visits with us to make decisions about their lines. We don’t follow trends.

We set them.

But it’s not just about merchandise. O is a destination. All our retail spaces include stylish bookstore cafés, where our clientele can sip espresso with a twist of lemon peel from tiny cups while reading masterpieces of erotic literature. Famous authors spend nearly a year on our bookstore signing wait lists to get a crack at access to our members (and their purchasing power and buzz).

O’s clients enjoy meeting a friend here after work for a sparkling glass of prosecco, and sparkling conversation about who gets to use that new toy on whom tonight, without the annoying meat-market feel of a bar.

And if you happen to want a little meat? We have another bar on site for that, except this meat doesn’t hit on you.

It serves you.

That white china cup of black coffee descends onto my desk as if delivered from a crane. I look up, and up, at a wall of flesh that makes my morning just a little more tolerable.

“Oh, Henry, thank you. I really need this.”

“I can see that. You look a little frazzled. And it’s only nine o’clock.” He lowers himself into a white upholstered armchair facing my desk, his brow wrinkled with concern, as I blink. I’ve been mired in all the ways O disappointed a mystery shopping team for the past two hours. No wonder I’m exhausted.

Henry Holliday is seriously seven feet tall. He is my ‘work husband.’ Ginger hair, green eyes, and the muscular physique that his somewhat unique job requires. Henry is a master masseur in the O Club spa, and fills in occasionally as a performer for private parties. Dancing is in his body and soul. And it pays the tuition for his brain: Henry is working on his master’s degree in public health at Harvard.

In a roundabout way, working at O is a form of public service.

See what I mean? At O, you’re here to be served.

From the moment you step into an O property, you enter a different world. A world of serenity, where your senses are first lulled, then stimulated.

A world designed by me.

Chloe Browne.

Who has just been given her first C.


Chapter Two


Chloe

“We’ve been mystery-shopped. I found the report on my desk this morning. Anterdec is watching us closely—I guess that’s what comes after a ten-million-dollar investment,” I explain to Henry as he watches me intently. I’d invite him to get his own cup, but I know Henry hates coffee, which makes him part cyborg.

He tenses visibly. It’s a sight. Henry has more muscles than the average person.

There’s that damn word again.

Average.

“And? Anything I should know? What did they say about the spa? You know I need this job, Chloe. It pays well and fits my class schedule.”

“Not sure yet, it’s over a hundred pages long, but so far it seems fairly neutral.”

He sucks in his breath as if scandalized.

Neutral. Average.

The overachiever’s biggest fear.

“I know.” I shake my head sadly. “Do you have any idea who it could have been? I filled in giving some of the tours last month, but no one seemed like they were evaluating us. Everyone I saw honestly seemed to be enjoying themselves. And enjoying you.” I smile.

He doesn’t smile back.

“There are no more services that I can provide for our clients and still be faithful to Jemma. None. Thank god I have an understanding wife. I am giving my all, thanks to your uniform design.”

“Which, by the way, got very high marks,” I say cheerfully. “Who knew shoelaces could be so popular?”

He gives me an arched eyebrow and leans forward. “Let’s see that report.”

I hold it away from him just as my phone buzzes with a text.

“Don’t answer that!” he snaps. I wince. Henry’s not just an employee. He’s a good friend, and he knows why I want to look.

I look.

“It might be the adoption agency,” I protest. “I have to take it.” I’m waiting to hear whether I’ve been cleared after my home study for adoption. Nearly a year since I started the process, and I’m finally in the home stretch.

Henry groans.

The text says, Hey beautiful.

Not the adoption agency, unless part of their services now includes self-esteem building for prospective mothers.

It’s Joe. My boyfriend of three years.

I tell myself not to reply.

I can’t help myself. I reply. Hey.

How’s your morning? he writes back quickly.

It’s had its highlights. Too much to text. One hundred and twenty-five pages too much.

Tell me tonight? Your place?

I tell myself to say no. I do. I really do.

“Chloe.” Henry’s voice holds a low warning, like he’s defending me from myself.

Yes, I text back.

Great 6:30

Self-loathing is an art. I should be pinned to a wall at the Institute of Contemporary Art.

I met Joe at my last job. He was the chief legal counsel. I was a project manager. One of our vendors failed to deliver a $40,000 conference table to Joe’s legal firm, and we sued. Joe got the table, and earned a bonus.

When the table finally arrived on site, Joe and I immediately used it to conduct a late-night intimate meeting—and a very satisfying meeting it was, too. That table was fabulous for spreading out and getting the job done under tight circumstances.

;)

Joe is my greatest supporter, my confidante, my tender lover. And due to some rather unfortunate timing, still someone else’s husband.

I know, I know, don’t even say it. It’s such a cliché, right? They grew apart, they haven’t slept together in years, the divorce will be final any day now…and we fell in love.

A familiar story, so contrived, but when it happens to you, it feels painfully real.

At least at first. Lately, it’s just painful.

And Joe needs to get real.

“I can’t believe you’re caving in,” Henry says with a sigh. Henry and his wife are not Joe fans, to say the least. He plucks the thick report out of my hands deftly and maneuvers away, like he’s practicing a dance move. His ginger waves have tightened with summer humidity, and curls ring his forehead. They bounce as he shakes his head.

“I can’t show you the whole thing, Henry. You know I have a non-disclosure agreement on things like this! Let me find the spa section, and the private entertainment review.”

Henry is a rule follower at heart, so he returns the report.

I check the index, and pull out a highlighter of my own. Orange.

“Okay, here it is…” I hand him the report and watch his eyes scan the pages.

“Think, Henry.” I lean forward. “Do you remember anyone who seemed to know a little too much about your services, or asked too many questions?”

He frowns. “There was one woman—you know, when I enter the room, the client is always lying on the table, under the cover, as instructed.”

I wish he hadn’t mentioned lying on a table. Joe. Technically, I wasn’t lying on the table. I was bent over it. Well, the first time, at least…

“Chloe?” Henry waves his hand in front of my face. “Earth to Chloe! You listening?”

“Um, right. Yes.” I will away the memory with a sigh and a sip of my coffee.

“But this woman had the linen sheet wrapped around her, and she was looking at my framed diplomas on the wall.”

“Anything else?”

“Well, yeah, now that I think about it… she was older. Blonde. Kind of wild. Ditzy, but I got a sense it was an act. She came here with a younger woman, and later mentioned her daughter was getting married. She drank a shot out of my navel.”

“How is that memorable?” I tease. “Every woman who sets foot in O does that.” I pause and think. “Hell, so have I.”

“I think it was a requirement during my interview,” he says dryly.

Everyone working at O has some pretty good stories. We have a very appealing staff of men and women, all highly trained to provide the ultimate release from stressful reality. O space is carefully designed to encourage escapism. But Henry is on the frontlines of funny. As he says, it’s lucky he has an understanding wife. Actually, Jemma is one of my closest friends.

Technically, we’re not supposed to talk about clients, ever, but when the three of us have dinner, it’s confidential.

And hilarious. I’d write a book if my employment contract didn’t specifically prohibit it.

“Not sure I want the details.” I pause. “Yet. Do you remember her name?”

He snorts. “No, are you kidding? I don’t even see client names. I just see their membership number. But if I recall correctly, her number should have been sixty-nine.”

I burst out laughing. “We didn’t assign sixty-nine to anyone! Sort of like high-rise buildings that don’t have a thirteenth floor. It would be tempting fate.”

He stands to leave, glances at my phone, then looks at me closely. “Is the mystery shop the only thing on your mind?”

Unexpectedly, my eyes fill up with tears.

I’m not a crier.

I am cool. I am collected. I hate crying.

“Dammit, Chloe.” He knows. We all know.

Joe.

“Henry, do NOT make a Joe Blow joke.” We’ve been down this road before.

Henry leans down, and I stand up for his hug, but forget I’m holding the orange marker. Which somehow highlights the front of his grey gym shorts.

Perfect. But at least we’re laughing now.

“Better highlighter than lipstick, I guess,” I offer.

“Only until Mystery Shopper #69 comes back,” he says ruefully.

My phone buzzes with a text.

He snatches it away from me.

“It could be the adoption agency!” I protest weakly. I don’t even reach for it.

Henry looks. His head recoils. “It is.”

“It is?” I gasp, grabbing the phone.

Home study cleared, Chloe. Please call me when you can. Congratulations, Yvonne.

Henry and Jemma have been my staunchest supporters through my adoption process. They came over and helped me install child-proof locks on all my cabinets before the home study. Have given tips and hints, listened and held me, parsed through logical issues and irrational state requirements.

“Yes. It says yes. Home study cleared,” I say in wonderment.

His face splits with a huge grin, his white teeth shining, the former tense lines between his eyes gone. “I knew it.” He pulls me into a hug. “You’re going to be a mom soon.”

Mom.

The phone buzzes again. I look behind Henry’s shoulder at the phone in my hand.

And buy a fifth of Tito’s, Joe texts. You can drive me home.

“You are getting what you deserve, Chloe,” Henry says. “Everything you’ve ever wanted.”

I turn my phone off.

Right.

*     *     *

Coffee has diminishing returns, and by two in the afternoon, I am a rat pushing the caffeine lever over and over without receiving the desired effect. All I can think about is babies. My computer screen has twelve tabs open, one to PoshTots, one to Babycenter, one to Dr. Sears, one to the CDC guidelines for cribs, and the rest are for baby clothing sites. I don’t know why they make shoes for babies who can’t even stand up, much less walk, but they are ridiculously cute.

Hey—priorities.

“Chloe? Must have been a good night if you’re still wearing hangover glasses after lunch.”

Carrie is O’s junior designer, though she’s only a year younger than me. We’re opposites. I’m darker-skinned with dark, straight hair, while Carrie looks like someone dropped her out of an Amazonian cornfield in Iowa. Her long, wavy strawberry blonde hair hangs over one shoulder in a loose ponytail, like a witness to the awful mystery shop report.

She drops a bunch of new fabric samples in the basket next to my desk, towering over me. “Are those the new J.Crew sunglasses?”

Well, yes, they are. I take them off and rub my eyes.

“Worse than a hangover. I’ve been reading hot pink criticism for four hours. I needed protection,” I explain.

She gives me a polite, soft laugh.

“Carrie, how are we doing with the voice response system? We’ve reached a point where we need to get the computer system in place for customer service calls and reservations.”

“I’m on it, Chloe.” Carrie reaches for a folder and slides out a piece of paper. “Our only obstacle now is the service request menu.”

I look at the list.

Press 1 to schedule a massage appointment

Press 2 to request a master masseur

Press 3 to speak with a coordinator about divorce parties

Press 4 to purchase merchandise

Press 5 to —

I squint. “Does that say what I think it says?”

Carrie laughs. “Yes.”

“We can’t have an option to speak directly with one of the masseurs. They’ll be inundated!”

“It’s a new idea from the business development office. Customer-driven. They want ‘phone sessions’ with the guys.”

“Paid phone sessions?” My jaw drops. I’ve seen a lot here, but this takes the cake.

“Right.”

“That’s phone sex!”

Carrie squirms, her face reddening. “Ah, technically, it’s a half-hour consultation with the guys to discuss self care.” I can tell that is a very well-rehearsed euphemism written by a marketing team via focus group input, all right.

“How much?”

We often speak in shorthand. Carrie knows what I mean. “One eighty.”

“For a half hour?”

“Focus groups. Marketing priced it with focus groups.” See? Called it.

“Was there a beta test?”

“Yes.” Carrie bites her lower lip. “Revenue from each customer jumped like crazy. They want the personal touch. One woman set up a recurring appointment.”

“I’m surprised Henry didn’t mention this to me.”

Carrie lights up. “Do you think you could convince him? He was the most requested consultant and he refused.”

I’ll bet his wife Jemma refused.

“And the guys…they’re okay with this?”

Carrie chortles. “Ryan’s loving it. Says he makes more money talking to women about their hot flashes and uptight husbands than he does when his hands are on them. They just want someone to listen.”

“For one eighty a half hour, Ryan better be a damn good listener.” Ryan is one of the tatted-up male employees. The women love him.

Carrie’s face softens, eyes going unfocused. “He is.”

“You can handle the phone tree people? I don’t have to add this to my plate?”

“Sure. No problem. It’s all about getting people to put themselves on hold when they need to be patient, and to learn to press the right buttons to get what they want.”

“Just like sex,” I note.

We share a laugh.

Just like life, I think. Someday, maybe my options will change, and I can just press zero for help.

If only life were so simple.

A message window pops open on my computer screen:

HELP GET ME OUT OF HERE NOW

It’s the cool and unflappable Henry.

What’s wrong? I type back.

CLIENTPROFNAKED!!

Professional naked? Your client is a stripper?

This would be highly unusual for an O client—our members might enjoy watching a show, but they don’t typically perform in it—but it’s certainly nothing to panic over.

PROFESSOR!

NAKED!

HELPOUTNOW!

I’ll get Zeke, I type. Zeke’s our other master-level masseur. He has brown hair halfway down his back, pulled up in a trendy man bun right now, blonde streaks a sign of his addiction to outdoor life. Tanned, with strange scars dotting his thighs, and a tattoo of a mandala on one ass cheek (hey – I can’t help but look—it’s my job) in vibrant colors. Zeke’s a great asset to O.

Not quite as experienced as Henry, and lacking his way with words… although judging by this message, Henry’s way with words has just escaped him.

I check the daily appointments screen and see that Henry’s in the Sage Room, on the spa level, second floor. Then I’m out the door, running for the elevator.

In four-inch heels, this is more like speed-walking on tiptoe.

As I “run,” I call the spa manager and explain the situation. Not that I understand the situation.

Zeke and I arrive at the door of the Sage Room at the same moment. He taps gently, giving me a look with green eyes that glitter with mirth. After a slight pause, the sliding door opens and Henry slips out.

Poor Henry has a towel wrapped around his head like a turban, hiding his curly ginger hair. Although the treatment rooms are maintained at the optimal temperature, he is sweating profusely.

“What’s wrong?” Zeke asks urgently. “Should we call security?” I love his English accent. So do the clients.

“Barnacle!” Henry hisses.

Zeke and I exchange a glance.

“A skin condition?” I am at a loss.

“Professor Barnacle! My bio-ethics professor! Naked! Moaning!” Henry is distraught.

“Zeke, are you free now? Can you take over?” I ask. “Her information should be on the iPad screen, right?”

He nods and disappears into the darkened room, the music pulsing and then silenced as the door slides open and closed.

Inside the staff lounge, I pour Henry a glass of O’s signature passionflower-infused iced tea. Counter-intuitively, passionflower is supposed to be calming. With a shot of vodka, it might be. Members can order it that way, too, but of course the O team must not indulge. Until their shift is over, that is.

“When I entered the room, I smelled a familiar perfume, but that happens all the time. And the lights were low, and she was lying face down, covered with the sheet. The client info screen showed that she requested the Tantric Touch massage, ninety minutes. I put my music on, and I started warming and mixing the oils. Then I noticed the wild black hair.” He shudders. “And that purple nail polish she wears. But still I wasn’t sure.”

“Did you say anything?” I ask because Henry has a distinctive voice, surprisingly soft for a man of his power and size. That voice would identify him, even in the dark.

“No, the idea is to be as silent as possible. As if my hands were unconnected to anyone. Just floating touch.”

I reflect on this for a brief moment. Money actually can buy happiness.

“So I began the massage,” he continues. “In Tantric practice, everything proceeds very slowly. Thank god for that. If it went any faster, I’d have violated every faculty-student interaction policy on record by now. It wasn’t until she turned over that I knew for sure it was Professor Barnacle. And by then she was begging me to ‘move to the center of her chakra’ and ‘release her inner flood.’”

“That’s a new phrase for female ejaculation,” I mutter.

“I thought that was a myth?”

I don’t even dignify that with a response.

“Poor Zeke.” Henry shudders and motions for me to make another cup of tea. This is a role reversal. Part of his job is to serve me. But we’re friends, and I’m compassionate, and I’m curious.

I want to know what the hell happened in the Sage Room, and if I’m already being nice, I might as well pump him for info.

“Did she touch you?”

Before Henry can answer, a loud moan that rises along three octaves takes up all the available decibels in the room.

“Oh, dear,” I whisper. We do have some rather enthusiastic clients who fully embrace their sexuality and aren’t inhibited in expressing pleasure. Generally, though, they manage not to shatter all the wine glasses in the tasting room.

“I hope she tips well,” Henry mumbles, then looks at me. “And I swear, if it were anyone but my advisor, I’d be fine with the basics.”

Another moan.

“Is that what Zeke’s doing? Basic Tantric Massage?” If that’s “the basics,” we need to up our prices.

Henry shrugs.

“We do need to walk a fine line. I’m sure Zeke’s not crossing it.”

“Oh, God,” Henry’s professor cries out. “You have divine hands.”

“That’s it,” Henry announces, elbows on his knees, fingers threading through his hair in frustration. “I can’t continue working here. This was way too close a call.”

An alarm buzzes through me. Clients request Henry at a rate three times higher than our other masseurs. That’s why his fee is so much higher, and the profit margins are fabulous. With a presentation for investors coming up this week, I have to have the financials in a solid place.

Henry’s too valuable to let a horny barnacle scare him off.

“Go home. I’ll talk to management and make sure they’ll cover your base pay for the day. You’re rattled. Understandably rattled,” I add, as Henry glares at me.

“Can you imagine finding someone from your personal life suddenly invading your work space?”

“No.” I shudder. I have one rule: no mixing business with pleasure. Okay, so I broke that when I met Joe, but that was it. One time only. Joe was the exception.

“Who’s the moaner?” asks Ryan, walking into the lounge carrying a Kylo Ren costume and a light saber. He hangs the costume in the staff closet and turns around, hands on hips, ears perked.

“Client,” Henry snaps.

“Duh, it’s a client.” Ryan shoots him a pissed-off look. Ryan is our resident “Bad Boy” masseur. Liberally covered in real tattoos, he’s sleeved and looks just enough like Charlie Hunnam when he dyes his hair blonde to make him the second most popular masseur at the spa. “But damn, she’s wicked loud. Chloe, you need to upgrade the soundproofing in those massage rooms.”

“Duly noted.” Now that is one operations item a mystery shopper would never, ever document.

“Why the hell are you sitting in the lounge sipping tea in your shoelace?” Ryan asks Henry. His hair is his natural chestnut brown, short but longer at the bangs, and he wears a slight beard, just scraggly enough to make him look dirty, but not so long as to evoke Duck Dynasty. Like all the O men, he’s tall, muscular, and makes Joe Manganiello’s abs look like Pillsbury biscuits.

Note to self: O Spa calendar series photography needs to be booked. Stat.

Henry stands abruptly, abandoning his tea. He gives me a savage look and says, “I’ll take you up on the offer to go home,” his butt-flossed ass the last we see of him as he storms out.

“What the hell’s wrong with him?”

“The moaner is one of his professors.”

Ryan lets out a low whistle. “No shit?” Like all the other employees at O, Ryan knows how aggressively Henry separates his personal and professional lives. “No wonder he’s upset. She recognized him?” Women love Ryan’s Southie accent, which becomes more pronounced when he talks about drama.

“It’s all fine now,” I say. Ryan has a tendency to hoard gossip, and I am not going to be his supplier.

One of the cleaning staff enters the room, dressed in the O signature kimono but with a zipper instead of a tie to hold it closed, and swiftly removes Henry’s cup of tea.

“Hey, Chloe, I think payroll screwed up last week. I was shorted about eighty bucks on my paycheck,” Ryan says.

My turn to groan. “Again?”

“Corporate never makes mistakes in my favor.”

I pat his forearm as I walk out of the lounge. “File a ticket in the new accounting system. CC me on it. I’ll make sure it’s caught up next week.” I don’t handle operations, but with O poised to expand into new franchises after my upcoming presentation with Anterdec, I troubleshoot every issue these days.

He flashes me a brilliant, grateful smile. If I didn’t have a strict “No Fraternizing” rule with the employees, I’d be so tempted.

“Thanks. You’re the best.”

“Oh, God!” the professor screams. Screams.

“I think Zeke’s the best,” I say out of the corner of my mouth, as Ryan bursts into laughter.

Just another day at work, and it’s not even half over.


Chapter Three


Chloe

I was born without abdominal muscles.

This has never been confirmed by any medical professional, but it’s the only possible reason why I have executed tens of thousands of curl-ups in my lifetime with no visible result.

None.

Jemma is lying on the mat next to mine, cradling a two-pound weight on her chest. She’s not even pretending to move. If we pulled the mats outdoors on the roof deck, people would think we were tanning.

Hmm, not a bad idea. At least we would be accomplishing something.

One of the perks of working at O Club is that we get to use Oxygen. Not the breathing apparatus. The fitness studio. Although there is a special room here where members can inhale concentrated oxygen in special scents.

We offer Summer in Provence, Colorado Evergreen, Caribbean Spice. For non-vegans, we have Ferrari Leather. I have suggested Warm Balls—more than once—but it never appears. Am I the only one who finds that scent delicious? And for some of us, it’s scarcer than Southern Oleander.

We’re in product development for a new scent: Jamie Fraser. The focus group marketing companies have been inundated with volunteers to test-smell that one.

Jemma turns on her side and does a few leg lifts. Like, three. In the middle of my work day, I can take an hour and join any class with an open spot. In fact, I’m encouraged to join a class every workday. It helps me stay in touch with the business and the clientele.

Maybe once I adopt, we can add Baby and Me yoga classes.

Scratch that. Definitely out of the scope of O’s branding.

But I can’t stop thinking about babies.

“It’s a good thing you decided to adopt instead of doing IVF, Chloe. I can’t really see you doing a strict daily routine of Kegel exercises. Unless lululemon introduces a maternity line with super cute yoga pants.” Jemma’s comment about adoption jars me out of my reverie.

“Oh, lots of benefits to adoption. Like, I don’t have to worry about my water breaking in public. And I’ll definitely take the baby home wearing my pre-motherhood jeans.” No one has openly asked, but I’m adopting for reasons that are no one else’s business anyway, so the lack of questions has been fabulous. It’s complicated, but the bottom line is, I have always wanted this baby.

Jemma sticks her tongue out at me, just a little. It’s cute. “You would anyway. Your size never changes. My closet has every size from 2 to 14. I’ve shopped in major department stores that don’t carry that many sizes.”

“My size never changes because I am a contentment eater.”

“A what?” Jemma laughs.

“A contentment eater. I’m not hungry when I’m deliriously happy, and I can’t even look at food when I’m sad or upset. Or stressed. When I’m perfectly content, and everything is smooth, then I will polish off a pizza. By myself. But since I’ve almost never been perfectly content… size four.” Okay, six. But who’s checking?

“And anyway,” I continue, “you have a husband who finds you dead sexy no matter what you’re wearing.” And he should. Jemma’s gorgeous.

“I do,” she agrees, smiling to herself. She runs her hand along her own curvy hip. “Maybe when your baby comes, contentment will be easier to find. How much longer now?”

“The birth mom is due in twelve weeks. After all this time, I can’t believe the baby is almost here. I’m so excited, Jem. And terrified. I keep wondering if this is how my mom felt when she adopted me.”

“How is Li?” Li is a sixteen-year-old homeless street kid I met a few months ago while doing philanthropic work for a charity attached to Anterdec, the parent company of the O Spa chain. Through a series of still bizarre events that I am amazed ever happened, she came to me, confessing her pregnancy, and asking me to adopt the baby.

Unreal.

Even my adoption lawyer said she’d never heard of such a thing.

Yet here we are, months later, on track. I go with Li to the downtown health clinic for her monthly checkups. Baby’s fine. Li’s getting social services, refusing help from me other than some shopping sprees, and determined as ever to have me adopt.

Unreal, all right.

If it weren’t happening to me, I wouldn’t believe it, either.

“Li’s fine. A trooper.”

“You realize she still might…this could be…”

I place my hand on her arm. She stops her leg lefts. I’m not sure if she stops out of compassion for me, or relief that she has an excuse to stop.

“I know, Jem. You and Henry and the social worker and my lawyer don’t have to remind me constantly. I’ll support Li if she changes her mind. I really will. I’ll just go back to the more traditional route I was in before she came along. It’s okay.”

“Sorry.”

We share a smile that manages to mix excitement, wistfulness, and pain.

“Not content yet?”

“Nope. I’m the only expectant mother ever to lose three pounds.”

“What’s Joe saying about this? It’s going to change a lot of things. You’re not going to be able to meet him at odd hours, or on a moment’s notice.” Jemma looks at me carefully. “Or bail him out of jail when he gets a DUI and doesn’t want his wife to know.”

“That only happened once!”

She gives me a look that manages to mix pained pity with drill-sergeant grit.

I look away. “I have a meeting in twenty minutes, gotta go.”

And I roll up my mat. I’m never going to have abs.

It’s hopeless.

*     *     *

5:30. I’ve got to leave work now if I’m going to meet Joe at my apartment in an hour. There’s plenty of wine, and vodka in the freezer if he wants his favorite martini. But I need to stop at the Broadway Market for olives, some chèvre, and those little toast crackers he likes.

And I need to do a little picking up before he gets there. Joe doesn’t like disorder, and there’s a black lace bra drip-drying in the bathroom. A wine glass and a coffee cup in the kitchen sink.

And oh my god, I left my swan charging on the bedside table. Joe may be my boyfriend, but every woman needs a battery-operated backup, right?

Jemma’s words haunt me. She’s right. Joe has zero interest in kids. I know this.

Yet I’m adopting anyhow.

I admit it: I have a paradoxical inner life. I own it.

I am stuffing the mystery shop report into my bag when my phone screen lights up with a text coming in.

Joe: I can’t believe this, have to cancel tonight

Shit.

Shit, I type.

I know, SO sorry, have to work late. This acquisition. Joe is representing a company that’s buying an Italian textile factory, and the international laws are complicated.

I text back a frown.

But the divorce lawyer said there’s been movement, he replied. Honey, I’m so close.

I smile. He can’t see it, of course, but I do. No worries. Poor you, don’t stay too late. Call me later, I answer.

Damn it. He’s been doing this lately. That acquisition might be great for his client’s bottom line, but it’s been hell on my libido.

At least I don’t have to race to the market. But I was really looking forward to seeing him.

And feeling him.

And him feeling me.

And who knows when he’ll have another free evening.

Henry and Jemma’s gentle (and not-so-gentle) chiding runs through my mind. I know I should dump him. I know I cater to him. I know I accept less. But I’ve invested all these years in him. You don’t spend three years fighting your own instincts and giving in to this kind of passion only to walk away, never knowing if you were almost across the finish line.

He showed me more divorce paperwork last week. Well, a blurry photo of papers on his phone, at least. He’s so close.

Poor Joe, working so hard, and now I have nothing to do tonight. I wonder if my swan is done charging?

He might be working late, but surely he has time for a quickie. Everyone has time for a quickie, right? That’s why they’re called quickies. Short, hot, sweet—

And something.

Something is always better than nothing.

I’ll stop at the market anyway, and get him some lovely things to eat. Cheese and crackers, some fruit maybe, and one or two of those chocolate shortbread cookies he loves. I’ll make a basket, how fun! Maybe I’ll put in an IPA or two, and I can buy a little vase with a huge Gerbera daisy…

His office is closed by the time I get there, but the security guard remembers me from my days as a client. He smiles and waves me in.

I stop in the ladies’ room in the lobby. Brush my hair, add fresh lipstick.

Idea: private label lipstick line for O. Color names like cOral Sex. Branded line of lubes with hot names like O Now!

I add a spray of my lemon verbena perfume at the base of my neck, and on both wrists. I change from my street shoes into heels and smooth the tops of my thigh highs. I slip off my thong and put it in my bag.

One more spritz of perfume, under my skirt. Just in case.

And up in the elevator, to the fourteenth floor.

The door slides open. I have always loved after-hours offices. Most of the offices dark, no phones ringing or machines running, the view of city lights below. No one watching me.

Creative freedom.

Picnic basket over my arm, I head down the hall to Joe’s office, my hips swinging like a runway model. My high heels make no sound on the grey carpet. This will be a total surprise. Arousal twins with anticipation. My thighs buzz and I am so ready. As I get closer, I can hear faint music, that jazz station he loves. Another bonus of working after everyone else has gone home is putting on your own music.

My pulse races now. I love to create special moments, and this feels so much like our first time, all that desire built up for so long and finally, unexpectedly, released.

And released.

And, if all goes well…released again.

The memory of our first time seizes me as I finish the long walk down the hallway.

So beautiful it was worth waiting for. That’s what he told me.

Pretty much every sexual fantasy I ever had came true in that one unforgettable hour. Until he had to leave for a business dinner. I was the appetizer.

That was three years ago. Sex has never been quite that hot since. But tonight…

I slow as I get closer to his office, my pulse throbbing between my legs, a smile on my face as I imagine his delight at my little surprise.

Hmm. There’s a black sweater slung over the side of a cubicle. Someone must have gone home and forgotten it.

And oh, that’s odd, one black high heel. In the doorway to the conference room.

Then I’m in the doorway, peering in.

At Joe, leaning back against the enormous limed oak table. Our table.

And the girl on her knees in front of him, her head moving up and down, her hands on his hips, pulling him in, head bobbing in an all-too-familiar rhythm.

He gasps, “Honey, I’m so close.”

I can’t move.

“Baby, this was worth waiting for,” he groans.

Then he looks up and sees me, and there’s a strange kind of pause as we both process what’s happening.

I’ve had better days. The day I totaled my car in my senior year of high school? Better.

The winter day six years ago when my wallet was stolen and all my credit cards were used to buy Vuitton luggage and plane tickets to Tahiti? Better.

Every single day of my life up till today?

Better.


Chapter Four


Chloe

One month later

Carrie walks by my office door, then backs up and asks, “Hangover glasses two days in a row?”

“They are not hangover glasses, Carrie, there’s just a lot of glare in here. Morning sun.”

“Okay, whatever. Looking good, Chloe.” She moves on.

Today all of O’s corporate management team will be meeting with the investment team from Anterdec. They’re all coming here, on site, to check out the place in person and make decisions. In Boston, Anterdec is the biggest player in hospitality properties, ranging from international hotel chains to restaurants and so much more. I have to impress them. My career depends on it.

And so does impending motherhood. I’ve built up a ton of paid time off, and when the adoption goes through I’ll need all the maternity leave and flexible schedule time I can get.

If the adoption goes through, I chide myself. If.

If I just keep these sunglasses on, maybe they’ll think it’s a fashion statement? Because my eyes are so puffy, I look like Ronda Rousey after fighting Holly Holm. Worse, actually. Last night was another bad one, flashbacks and bitter tears.

And I’m slated to present the design scheme for O’s newest location in New Orleans, when all I can think about is Joe, that blonde head bobbing between his knees, and how he looked at me. A month has passed, a month of shame and anger, of self-flagellation and fury. I let myself be deluded because it was easier than facing the truth.

Which makes me human, I guess.

I still can’t believe it. He gave me a blank look, and then said one word to me. One.

“Oh.”

Just…“Oh.” Irony can be a real bitch.

It’s been a busy month, between social workers and lawyers and adoption agency workers arranging for paperwork for the adoption, and Joe turning into Joe Blow, for real.

I have accomplished a lot.

Block Joe on my cell? Done

Block Joe on Facebook? Done

Block Joe on email? Done

Call locksmith to change locks on my apartment? Done

Those were easy. Done on day one. He spent the next three weeks creating ways to contact me, from new accounts on OKCupid (yes, my profile’s still there…) to leaving messages for me at work. Carrie’s a reliable gatekeeper, though she’s recently taken to answering the phone in fake foreign languages whenever “Private Number” appears on caller ID.

One hundred percent success rate in guessing the caller’s identity.

Joe tweets, Instagrams, Facebooks under false names, calls my office, texts, and tries every way he can to weasel his way back in. Why wouldn’t he? It always worked before. Can’t blame him for that.

But I can blame him for plenty of other behavior.

The hard part came later, though, when the shock wore off and the anger really set in.

I couldn’t sleep last night, so at three a.m. I got up and collected the following items:

•    Tee shirts, 3 (two Princeton, one Coldplay concert which we attended together but he couldn’t take the souvenir home)

•    Boxer shorts, 3 pair

•    Princeton sweatshirt (okay, you went to an elite school, enough already). Here I had a weak moment. I admit it. A whiff of his French cologne made me bury my face in the sweatshirt and sob. The moment passed.

•    Running shorts, one pair

•    Nike running shoes, one pair

•    Socks, two pair

•    Shaving kit

•    One tube of athlete’s foot cream

•    One half-used bag of floss wand picks. Joe was obsessed with periodontal disease. He would pick his teeth after every meal, even if we were watching a show.

•    All the carefully chosen birthday and Christmas gifts I have given him that of course he couldn’t take home, including the small, signed Picasso etching of a cat that was his Valentine in February. Joe gave me my cat last year. He said she reminded him of me because she was so sleek.

I took a long, hard look at the cat. No, she stays. It’s the boyfriend that has to go.

It all made quite a big pile.

On second thought, I put the Picasso etching back on the wall. Let’s not be crazy.

There is an actual service that will come to your home and just get rid of it all for you. If you can’t bring yourself to part with his frayed boxer shorts—because he used to do that adorable little dance in them, or because you are hoping he will come back for them and suddenly realize you are his One True Love—you (or your best friends) can hire a team to come to your house and exorcise the demon.

NeverEver will go through your closets with you, gently pull each object from your clenched fingers, pack it up, remove it, and burn the appropriate herbs afterwards. If they could prescribe Xanax, I would have called them.

I did briefly consider selling some of it on Never Liked It Anyway, which I never thought I’d have a reason to use. After a breakup, you can go to their website and sell the crap your ex gave you. It’s monetized revenge and purging. A client told me about it.

It’s brilliant. But who would want Joe’s half-used bag of floss wands?

Don’t answer that.

Instead, when I felt myself losing heart, I just whispered, “This was worth waiting for…”

Except it wasn’t.

“Oh.” He really just said that.

Asshole.

I took the box of Joe’s crap and mailed it to his house this morning on my way to work. Now I have more closet space. Good.

All good.

No—not good.

Better.

*     *     *

If I never see another conference table, it will be too soon.

Much of my job requires me to stand in front of small groups of people and present my ideas for environments that are appropriate, completely unique, and undeniably beautiful. Spaces that no one could have imagined and no one ever wants to leave. Spaces that can be created on-time and on-budget. And thanks to O’s enlightened mission, spaces that are environmentally sustainable, actually contributing to our natural resources.

All while being sensual, female-empowered, and high-value. (That’s O, not me, although I’d like to think the same descriptions apply.)

These presentations almost always take place around conference tables.

Sigh.

Seated around O’s table right now is Anterdec’s investment team, along with O’s directors and senior managers. Their meeting will last all day. According to the agenda, I am here to walk them through the concept for O NOLA. But I also have a short pitch of my own to make. A way for O to bring pleasure to women who deserve more of it. gO Spa.

“Good morning. I’m Chloe Browne, design director for O. This is Carrie, our junior designer. She’ll be helping me today. Carrie, could you start by lowering the shades a bit? It’s very bright in here, and I want to be sure everyone sees our vision clearly.”

I also want to be sure no one sees me too clearly.

Have I told you my theory of successful design presentations?

First rule: be absolutely confident in the work you are showing. The design is the star.

In keeping with this idea, I am wearing a sleeveless black linen shirtdress. Silver hoop earrings, silver bracelets. My hair is tied back. Simple and neutral, nothing to distract from the work.

Second rule: be absolutely confident in yourself.

So I am wearing my power underwear. Does that make you think of Wonder Woman? Supergirl maybe? Their superpowers are different.

What I have under my dress now gives me the delicious power of knowing a secret. No one else in this room would guess that I am wearing a black mesh corset, structured with boning that holds me tight and pushes my breasts against my dress. They can’t see the tiny matching thong, or feel how it runs between my legs and up. Only I know.

Joe used to know, too. Which made it so much hotter.

No no no! I can’t think about that!

I look around the table. Some familiar faces, some new.

Andrew McCormick is here, and oh my. He’s the new CEO of Anterdec, and O has been one of his special projects since the beginning. I wouldn’t mind being his special project, but…

Amanda Warrick. She just joined Anterdec as assistant marketing director. She was here once before, unofficially, shopping us for a bachelorette party for her friend. I gave her group their tour. I’ve heard rumors that she is Andrew’s girlfriend, but if so, they’re keeping it very quiet.

Wait. Amanda… here before… shopping us…that mystery shop report…

Alarm bells begin dinging.

“Hey, Chloe,” she says with a wink. I smile back, projecting serenity.

To the right of Amanda is a seriously handsome man. Serious, and handsome. He looks the tiniest bit familiar? A bit older than me? I meet his eye and smile.

In a purely professional way, of course.

He looks down at his phone, frowning slightly.

Hmm. Usually when I smile at a guy, he smiles back. But usually my eyes are not swollen to the size of hard-boiled eggs.

Sigh.

I turn to my presentation. Everything was pinned up before I left the office yesterday. One long wall of this room is covered in white linen, just for this purpose. All the fabrics we’ve selected for O NOLA, the samples of wood finishes and paint colors, squares of carpet, and photos of furniture options are displayed in groups.

And I immediately see that two of the fabric samples have been pinned in the wrong groups. I step over to the wall and re-pin them, reaching up high over my head.

Glad I caught that before I started presenting.

A side table holds materials too big or heavy to pin up, like stone and marble samples, ceramic tile, a faucet, a sconce. There is a stack of folders for everyone, with floor and furniture plans and of course all the estimates, budget sheets, and timelines.

Carrie distributes the folders, and they automatically open them and begin flipping through. All except The Frowner. He’s looking at my chest.

So I look at my chest.

Which, of course, makes everyone watching me look at my chest.

My secret power isn’t secret anymore… two buttons of my shirtdress have come open.

Black mesh corset on full display, one pink nipple fully visible.

I pull my dress together. I wish I could pull myself together. My face is bright red, and red is not in the O corporate color palette.

“This is not the presentation I had in mind,” I blurt out. “Normally, when I set out to give clients something they’ve never seen before, it’s not quite like this.”

Amanda starts to giggle, so infectiously that I have to join her. Everyone else follows, and the formality in the room evaporates. Suddenly they’re all on my side, except for The Frowner.

Is the guy made of stone?

“Did you get that corset here?” asks a blonde woman. Diane. Diane…something. She’s in accounting. Severe face, hair pulled back in a tight bun, smile twitching her nose.

Amanda asks, through laughter, “Does it come in large?”

Of course I did. Of course it does.

One hour later I have finished giving my virtual tour of the new O. I have passed around fabric samples so that everyone could feel for themselves just how luxuriant a fire-retardant material can be. I have given a very short course in sustainable woods, and explained that the ash for O’s custom cabinetry is sourced only from accredited plantations. And, of course, I have justified every dollar to be spent.

Everyone seemed to love it. Except The Frowner, who now clears his throat.

“Chloe, I’m Nick Grafton. I handle branding for Anterdec properties. It’s critically important for a new brand like O to carry the same recognizable image throughout all locations. Can you tell us a bit more about how your design will do this while at the same time bringing in the unique atmosphere of New Orleans?”

Even seated, I can tell he’s a tall man. All the time I spend with seven-foot-tall Henry has skewed my perspective a bit, but Nick must be over six feet. His hair is thick and a little on the long side for a corporate guy, light brown with a hint of silver. I admit it: I have a total weakness for long hair. Not man buns, but a little over the collar… something to grab and maybe pull at intimate times…

Ice blue eyes.

But what really gets my attention is his dark navy blue suit. Crisp shirt. Cotton madras plaid tie. When you spend every work day surrounded by mostly naked men, a fully-dressed guy gets your attention.

Sexy. Makes you wonder what’s underneath.

Not that I’m objectifying him. Ahem.

Did he say his last name is Grafton? My turn to look closely at him. My first boyfriend—we’re talking high school here—was Charlie Grafton. Not an unusual last name, though, right?

His question is easy, really. I answer, he thanks me, no one else has a question.

I signal Carrie to lower the room lights. Showtime.

“O is never ordinary,” I begin. “We’ve created another O for you, and I think it’s our most exciting space yet.” The faces around the table are mildly surprised, not expecting anything else from me.

I click a button to lower the screen and another to start the slideshow.

“This is our first gO Spa.” I flash to a picture of a full-size RV. “This vehicle could be the beginning of a fleet. In every city where O has a presence, the gO Spa can go beyond the physical location. The gO Spa can be booked for private parties and weddings. It can travel to concert venues and theaters for services to big-name performers.”

The next slide is an interior view of the gO Spa. Three small showers. A bank of four hair washing and styling stations. Small closets filled with curated professional clothing.

“But it has another important purpose. The gO Spa is how O will give back to the communities that have welcomed us and made our success possible. A way to demonstrate our commitment to the idea that peace and pleasure are vital to everyone.”

Nick Grafton is giving me his full attention. I like it. I could get used to it.

“In inner cities, classes in self-care and stress management can be offered to high school seniors, or new mothers. Mini spa services could be provided for a reduced fee, or even on a complimentary basis in areas of need.”

I’ve been keeping one eye on Andrew McCormick, but I can’t read his face.

“And we have already implemented a pilot project in Cambridge with homeless teens. I have personally gone on weekly ventures for the past five months. The PR coverage has been extraordinary.” I nod at the report I’ve handed each of them. “Metrics are are laid out in there.”

Silence around the table. Although I imagine I hear gears shifting in fourteen brains.

“Metrics aside,” I add, “This outreach project changes lives. I’ve seen it.” My voice grows passionate. “The women and girls who show up at gO have dreams and aspirations of a better life. They know it’s out there, but they have no idea how to get to it. O can show them. It’s O’s mission to empower women. I take that mission very, very seriously.”

I don’t mention meeting Li on my first gO Spa homeless trip. I don’t mention how she cried in my arms after her shower, hair cut, facial and mani-pedi. I don’t mention how on my second trip she told me she was pregnant, and how our on-site social worker helped her get medical care and government assistance.

I definitely don’t mention how she asked me to adopt her baby.

None of those details matter in a conference room.

This is all about money. Not mercy.

But money allows for more merciful acts.

Reaching down, I pull out a soft grey t-shirt with orange letters that read “you gO girl.”

“Every visitor to gO Spa receives one of these.”

A bald man at the end of the table clears his throat. “This is a big investment,” he begins, but Amanda jumps in.

“The PR from this would be worth a fortune,” she says excitedly. “It would pay for itself.”

Already has, I think to myself.

And gO Spa has already helped one special young girl find a way out of trouble.

Already helped a new baby find a secure life.

And helped my greatest dream come true.

Nick nods slowly, brow knit in concentration. Those arctic eyes meet mine and he asks, “How does this mobile RV spa fit in with brand expansion? Seems risky. Doing well by doing good is a great concept, but I want to know how this ties in with deeper corporate identity issues.”

And suddenly, Nick Grafton just flipped every switch inside me.

He’s a handsome guy. I wonder if he ever smiles.


Chapter Five


Nick

It takes everything in me not to smile at her.

Everything.

She’s a pro. Sophisticated and smooth, gracious and composed, well-versed and well-informed. Chloe Browne moves with a confidence that gives the air in this stuffy conference room an erotic charge. Her dark hair, so smooth it must be soft. A body that doesn’t quit. Those brown eyes—tilted slightly, yet paradoxically round. Alert and intelligent, they take in the room.

I’m watching her. It’s my job to watch her.

And she’s watching me.

Days like this make me love my job.

Her mouth stretches with a delighted precision, as if she were waiting for someone to ask my question. Electricity shoots through me. She’s four steps ahead of the rest of us, a chess player who thinks in dimensions, not boards.

One corner of my mouth rebels and rises.

“A great question, Nick.” Her lips part slightly. The tip of her tongue slowly touches the edge of her top teeth. Then she gives me a sultry half-grin and says, “Integrating new positions into our body has been so exciting.”

I did not imagine that.

Chloe’s flushes. “I mean, integrating new locations into our body of work has been exciting.” She clears her throat, squares her shoulders, and continues. “New Orleans is the prototype. O’s brand ties in to Anterdec’s brand as a luxury option for insiders. People in the know.”

“Your maiden voyage.” Not smiling is impossible.

Her lip curls up, a mirror image of my own. “This is virgin territory, yes.”

Andrew McCormick’s eyebrow shoots up as Amanda Warrick’s face goes deceptively blank.

“Love the innuendo. Fits nicely with the sensual branding that O cultivates,” Andrew says, his words snapping like the sound of buttons on a tailored woman’s shirt popping off, as I tear it open in the throes of passion.

Or something like that.

“The Big Easy.” Chloe lets that hang in the air, her eyes opening just slightly, then narrowing.

We’re playing a game. I don’t know the rules, but I sure do like handling the pieces.

“How easy?”

Andrew happens to be drinking from his coffee cup as Amanda asks that question, his throat spasming with the kind of hacking that provokes a sympathetic wince from the rest of us.

He glares in response.

At me.

There is a moment when you look at a woman for the first time. It’s an up or down moment. Thumbs up: yes, I’ll sleep with her. Thumbs down: she never enters my consciousness again sexually.

Chloe gets considerably more than a thumb’s-worth of up from me.

I shift uncomfortably in my chair and try to wrest control back from the strange tension that has infused the room.

This is a business meeting. Branding. My specialty is branding, and on paper, Chloe’s spa line has some serious weaknesses. Significant investment in an unproven market means that high risk needs to pay off.

You can’t put that kind of trust in just anyone.

“Very easy,” Chloe replies, reaching for a clicker and pulling up a PowerPoint spreadsheet. “Take a look at O Boston. Here’s the initial investment. Here’s the profit and loss statement.”

“Seventy-three percent growth in Year Two?” Andrew lets out a low whistle. My shoulders relax. I had no idea they were tight.

My pants are tighter.

Why am I invested in whether the CEO of Anterdec buys into the O Spa expansion? Until three minutes ago, this was just another pitch.

“Hold on,” Amanda interrupts. “That line for marketing and advertising. That figure is impossibly small. Did you forget a digit?”

Andrew gives Amanda a satisfied smirk. “A typo would explain that crazy profitability.” He leans back and reaches for his phone. When Andrew McCormick reaches for his phone in a meeting, it’s over.

“No.”

Chloe’s single word rings out like a gunshot.

Andrew’s hand freezes.

“That is not a mistake. Word of mouth is our primary form of advertisement.”

Andrew makes a grunt I know too well. It’s the sound I make when one of my college-age kids asks to borrow the car for a week. In Mexico.

“Isn’t that a little too 1990s?”

“Every customer who walks through our doors converts.”

“One hundred percent?” Andrew’s eyes telescope. “You’re certain?”

Click. A new graph appears.

“And each of those customers brings in an average of 3.8 new clients?” Amanda says, reading the slide.

“And that’s without paid advertising?” Andrew says skeptically.

Chloe remains unflappable as they read and analyze, talking about O as if she weren’t the expert. “Yes. In fact, our business model is counter-intuitive. The more we advertise, the less we sell.”

I frown. “That’s impossible.”

“No, Nick,” she says, her voice like velvet and chocolate. “That’s O.”

“You’re saying there’s some disconnect between paid ads and foot traffic?” Amanda asks.

“It’s lifestyle,” I murmur. “The advertising taints the allure. The appeal is in the secrecy. In being told by someone in the know. Women want to be part of the exclusivity, and it’s not special if everyone knows about it.”

Chloe studies me.

“Like an affair?” Andrew asks. Amanda glares at him.

Chloe pales. It’s the first hint of insecurity in her, and it intrigues me. This is a complicated woman.

She recovers quickly. “No. This is nothing like an affair. An affair is a secret because of shame. O is a secret because of pride.” She squares her shoulders and blinks exactly once, mouth slack and flat, devoid of emotion.

Andrew’s voice goes tight. “This is also nothing like any profit and loss statement I’ve ever read. It’s either brilliant or a giant waste of money.”

“Brilliant.” The word’s out of my mouth before I even decide to say it. Our business meeting has lost all pretense of being a corporate affair. Chloe’s chest rises and falls rapidly, yet her breath makes no sound.

“You’re telling me that Anterdec should make a significant investment in a subsector of the spa industry by trying an unproven and sweeping lifestyle niche—the fourth space—based on a blip in a spreadsheet and promises that word-of-mouth marketing is superior to data analytics we can track on paid ads?” Andrew makes a dismissive noise in the back of his throat.

“No,” Chloe says, before I can blurt out the opposite. “We have data analytics as well.”

Click.

“Does that column actually say ‘sex toys’?” Andrew asks, giving Amanda an arched eyebrow. “You didn’t tell me that they—”

“The average client owns 3.2 devices.”

“Only 3.2?” Amanda mumbles.

Did Andrew just kick her under the table?

I don’t care who is screwing whom at the company, but knowing who is screwing whom is strategically important. Catalogue that.

“Before they begin patronizing O, that was the figure. After two months of membership, that average increases to 7.9,” Chloe explains.

Amanda interrupts her. “Do we sell batteries and chargers on-site at the O spas? If not, we need to.”

Andrew raises an eyebrow and tents his hands, index fingers pressed against his lips. “Good point.”

What’s next? An O Spa porn channel? I almost open my mouth, but stop.

Because they might take me seriously.

“I will add batteries and chargers to our inventory. Great suggestion. All devices purchased on-site,” Chloe says to Amanda. “All via careful customer relations management that allows staff to learn their preferences and anticipate their…”

“Kinks?” I ask helpfully.

“Preferences is the term I would use,” Chloe says, her voice smooth as silk. “We optimize our device sales. Private label, all made in the USA, no BPA—”

It occurs to me that this is the first professional meeting I’ve ever attended where the casual discussion of sex toys as a profit-making venture has been a primary topic. Staying cool is key. The CEO acts like we’re discussing cars or magazines or lamps.

I wonder what Chloe’s preferences are.

All 7.9 of them.

Then again, she’s hardly average. Bet her number is higher. That mesh corset, after all.

Down, boy.

I raise my hand to a spot above my ear and run a tense hand through my hair. Across the table from me, Andrew McCormick does the same. With great concentration, I return my attention to the screen, where it should be, and not on Chloe Browne’s cleavage.

Where it wants to be.

Through the next ten slides, Chloe shows us exactly how brilliant she is, while I struggle to grasp the landscape of the meeting. She walked in here with a fringe idea and a slim chance of convincing Andrew McCormick to invest on the scale she wants.

And now they’re talking New Orleans, San Francisco, and—

“Rio would be a great target for 2018,” Chloe says, sitting down across from Andrew, tapping the end of a pen against the front of her teeth. “What about Tokyo for 2020?”

“The Olympics!” Andrew and Amanda say at the same time, then laugh.

“We’re getting ahead of ourselves,” I declare.

“You’re not convinced I’m worth taking a chance?” Chloe asks, her nose twitching with amusement, that curled lip driving me mad.

“You’ve convinced me,” Andrew says, standing and finally looking at his phone. “Nick, make it happen.”

“What?”

“Give Chloe whatever she needs.”

“Whatever she needs?” I choke out in surprise. Quickly, I recover, face showing no emotion, even if my pulse and half the blood in my body has migrated below my belt and I can’t stop wondering what’s under that corset. One peek of a nipple is like being given a single sip of Hennessy cognac.

It’s great, but you want the whole thing in your mouth eventually.

God help me, her eyes meet mine and her smile widens.

Best. Job. Ever.

“Right. Chloe, why don’t you go back to your office for an hour or so, while Nick and Amanda and I hash out some details in the conference room. We’ll call you,” Andrew says, standing and reaching for her hand. The only hint of emotion in Chloe’s face comes from the micro-movements in her eyes. She is pleased.

I want to please her. And not just with Anterdec’s money.

In this business setting, she should be pleased. Sharp and perceptive, she’s turned the meeting around. A green light from Andrew McCormick isn’t easy to obtain, and she marched right in here in secret dominatrix lingerie and she did it. I am intrigued and a little spellbound.

Maybe I’m just lightheaded from the lack of blood flow to the brain.

She unmoors me, turning back decades, making me feel like an awkward, uncoordinated teen.

But with a man’s appreciation for all that goes into making her her.

“Nick?” Andrew’s clipped tone makes me realize I’m in my own head. Chloe’s standing before me, her nose twitching with amusement, the rest of her face revealing nothing.

“Great presentation,” I say, shaking her hand. My eyes float down to her rack.

“It’s an eyeful, isn’t it?” she jokes.

“Certainly impressive,” I confirm. “The graphs.” I need to dial this down. Andrew’s giving me looks that could peel paint. “You give great data.”

“I aim to be Good, Giving, and Game.”

“Isn’t that what Dan Savage says about sex?”

“It applies to business, too.”

“A universal set of tools.”

She shrugs. “Everyone can have the same tools, Nick. Tool acquisition? Anyone can do that. The real skill is in implementation.”

With that, Chloe Browne leaves me speechless, hard as a rock, and the object of my boss’s ire.

One hell of a hat trick.

“Coffee?” Andrew’s admin, Gina, appears with a smartphone in hand, an app for a local coffee shop open.

Grateful for the save, I give her my order and will myself to think about subjects that deflate. She takes Amanda and Andrew’s requests and disappears with quick, nervous steps.

“Didn’t know Anterdec added a dating service to our portfolio. Cut it out, Nick,” Andrew says with a warning tone as he settles back into his chair.

Amanda snorts.

Catalogue that, too.

I say nothing. Eyebrows up, eye contact with my boss, but no words. I don’t challenge.

But I don’t back down.

“Oh, good Lord,” Amanda finally says with a sigh, reaching for Andrew’s hand. “We’re together. Nick can flirt.”

Before I can reply, Andrew leads her into the room we’re using here at O. I follow, loving the hypocrite he’s become in the course of three sentences. We settle around the table, Amanda perched on the edge, Andrew in his chair, me in the chair with the view behind him, the Financial District spread out for us, the ocean stretching behind him as if it were there for his pleasure alone.

It’s good to be the king.

“She’s good, isn’t she?” Andrew says.

And giving and game, apparently.

I give Amanda a look. She shrugs.

“Chloe?” I ask.

“Right. Smart, intuitive, an eye for design, and a great presenter. Gets three layers deeper than anyone in the room ever considered. She’s strategic and composed. Perfect face of O.”

Her O face sure does come to mind.

Damn it.

“You want to fund her?”

“The RV spa thing seems farfetched, but figures don’t lie.”

Chloe’s figure, bent over the edge of a bed, that sweet ass—

“Nick?” Andrew snaps his fingers. I shake myself like a wet dog.

“Right. How much should I put in her?”

Andrew’s jaw grinds, but before he can answer my garbled question, we’re interrupted.

Thank God.

“Twelve inches!” Gina exclaims from the doorway.

Timing really is everything.

“What?” Andrew sputters.

She’s holding a tray with three enormous white coffee cups in it.

“Twelve inches! The size of these coffees from downstairs. They’re so big!” As she hands out the coffee, Amanda stifles a giggle. Sunlight bounces off her ring. A wave of memory pours through me, lightning fast, like a retracting cable that snaps hard at the end, leaving marks.

Simone. Our engagement. Working nights through undergrad to pay for her little diamond chip of a ring…

The same ring she mailed back to me from France, along with her signed divorce papers.

“Jesus, Nick, what is wrong?” Andrew’s gone from anger to a furious concern, the irritated worry radiating off of him with a masculine sense that triggers my testosterone, sending me into high alert. We’re playing male hormone ping-pong, only without the paddles.

Paddles.

Chloe and a paddle….

“You’re not like this. You’re the focus man.”

“The what?”

“That’s what people call you behind your back,” Amanda explains cheerfully, her big eyes wide and friendly. They’re the color of mink, with lashes so long the bottom layer sticks to the top, making her reach up with a finger and rub.

“People talk about me behind my back? What do they talk about?”

“Your nickname—pun intended—is Focus Man. Now live up to it,” Andrew says sourly.

Damn. I’ve only been with Anterdec for a year, and so far, so good. After they acquired my firm, my prospects weren’t exactly certain. With three kids in college, this needs to last. Just long enough to have an empty nest, and then…

And then no one depends on me. I’m free. Free to pursue whatever I want for the first time in my life.

A flash of mesh corset fills my free mind.

“Focus Man?” I laugh. “I can think of worse names to call me.”

We all take a sip of our gigantic coffees and sit in silence for a moment. Andrew types on his computer, drinking more, then looks at me.

“Done. Gina can take care of specifics, but I green-lighted another gO Spa RV and two more locations for new, full-service spas.”

“Do I get to help hire the staff?” Amanda asks Andrew with a wink.

“You,” he says archly, his voice going low and dark, “are staying at HQ with me.”

She gives him a wicked smile.

I miss having a woman smile at me like that.

I wonder if Chloe’s free for dinner.

If I’m Focus Man, I can be focused in more ways than one.


Chapter Six


Chloe

Carrie is right behind me as we head for our post-mortem in my office. That presentation went well. Better than well. My skin buzzes with triumph.

And maybe—just maybe—from being once-overed by a man with eyes the color of the sky.

“Oh my God, who died?” she gasps, pulling me out of my mini-fantasy.

There are roses in my office.

A lot of white roses. Six or eight dozen, by my guess.

Presentations like the one I just completed fill me with a weird mix of warrior-induced adrenaline and terror-induced cortisol. I’m primed for battle. This pathetic attempt to make up for what I saw that night—for what Joe did to me a month ago—has the opposite effect of what he intended.

The asshole just won’t let it go.

Won’t let me go.

Fury sears me from the inside out.

“Carrie, here, take some for your desk,” I say, grabbing the biggest vase and thrusting it at her. “Actually, take some for everyone. Take them all. They make my eyes water.” That’s a lie. My eyes aren’t blurring from rose fever. My vision is distorted by rage.

“Seriously, Chloe? Thanks!” It takes her three trips, but she gets them all out.

On her third go-around, she frowns. “Who are these from?”

“An old colleague.”

“He must really like you.”

“He used to,” I say faintly, my voice tinny, like I’m whispering through a pipe.

A sewer pipe.

Does Joe really think that eight dozen roses from Montelcini Flowers will magically erase the memory of his long stem in someone else’s mouth?

“What happened?”

What happened? What happened? The words spin through my mind, untethered and dangerous, like a pain-covered boomerang. None of this is Carrie’s fault, and I can’t get the image of Nick Grafton out of my head.

Any more than I can stop seeing the back of Joe’s blonde bunny’s head.

“Chloe?”

I steel myself and give her a neutral look. “Nothing. His tastes didn’t align with mine. He decided to go for a younger look.”

“That blows.”

Oh, if only you knew.

And with that, she’s gone. Carrie can take a hint.

I take out the mystery shop report and my Costco-sized bottle of aspirin, sit down at my desk, and do not move for the next hour.

Every ten minutes or so, the receptionist looks in and gives me an update. Joe has called six times. She wants to know when I am going to take his call.

NeverEver. Taylor Swift could not have said it better.

Deep in the details of an eviscerating—but accurate—mystery shop analysis, I don’t notice the man in the doorway until Carrie says, in a stage voice, “Her office is right here.”

“Chloe, that was a great presentation.” It’s The Frowner. Nick Grafton. Damn, I should have googled him but I forgot. “I’d like to talk more about your ideas for carrying the O brand through all levels of design. Things like that grey O border on the china—the client almost doesn’t even notice, but it’s always in view. Very smart. Would you have your admin call my assistant and set up a meeting for next week?”

“Of course. Thank you.” I’m flustered, surprised by his sudden appearance, and a little shaken. One sandal is off, and I’m frantically feeling around for it with my foot so I can stand up properly. And my lipstick is completely worn off… but that reminds me: “I have some thoughts about a line of private-label O cosmetics. I’d love your opinion.”

“Interesting. Next week then.” He hesitates. “A bit of a personal question—did you by any chance grow up around here?”

“Across the river, in Cambridge.” I look at him curiously.

“I have a younger brother, Charlie, and you look just like one of his friends. Any chance…?”

“Oh my god, Charlie Grafton!” I laugh. “I thought I recognized your last name. How is Charlie? We have totally lost touch.”

“Charlie’s, well, …” he starts, when my desk phone buzzes. I look down at it, but before I can pick up the receiver, the intercom starts, “Code Seven, Code Seven.”

We both stare at the phone, perplexed.

This is the call for security. Something is wrong at the front desk.

A business like O requires first-rate security 24/7. So much can go wrong, internally or externally, online or physically.

Privacy is paramount at O. Our cybersecurity is the tightest available. The last thing O needs is public exposure of our clients’ names.

Or their preferences.

We’re also on alert at all times for crazies.

Sometimes it seems like we’re a magnet for crazies. Conservative protestors pop up once in a while and need to be convinced that we really aren’t the place for protests. Generally, sending the g-stringed, all-male revue out to the protestors with boxes of donuts does the trick, but security is always there for backup.

And every once in a while, an O client confuses a staff member’s professional attention to physical pampering with True Love. Those situations can be tricky. Henry gets at least one proposition a week, and some of them are quite insistent.

What we offer our club members is relaxation and serenity. Our mission you might say, is inner peace. Our security team is invisible, dressed just like the spa staff, but when Code Seven is announced, they react very differently.

Nick Grafton is frozen in my doorway as men and women wearing grey silk kimono jackets and very little else race by.

I can hear shouting now, and some banging. Just like everyone else who works here, I have attended training sessions for this exact set of circumstances. I have the certificate to prove it.

And damned if I can remember one single thing that I am supposed to be doing.

Standing lopsided at my desk with one heeled sandal on and one off, staring like a deer in the headlights, is probably not what I was taught, though.

The shouting is getting louder, and dear god, is that my name I hear? Like some horror movie where the demon is closing in on the innocent victim? Nick Grafton and I look at each other.

Rushing toward the source of danger is probably wrong also? I hobble to the door as fast as possible. Three feet away, I trip, pitching forward. Nick catches me by reflex, one hand under my arm and one squarely on my breast as he inserts himself ahead of me, protectively.

I should be totally embarrassed. He’s a business associate and a complete stranger, but damn, that feels good. I need to fall more often. I need to practice klutziness. I never realized before what an important skill it is.

At that exact moment, my ex-boyfriend Joe heaves into view, dragging three security guards and screaming, “Chloe! Goddammit, let go of me! Chloe!” Joe’s tie is loose and his shirt is pulled out. His face is bright red and dripping sweat.

As Aaron Sorkin would say, this is not happening.

O’s corporate office is not huge. We all know each other, and everyone here knows Joe, at least by sight. The looks of fear on staff members’ faces shift to curiosity, and maybe a little embarrassment. But like a traffic accident, they can’t look away. They are Relationship Rubberneckers, and I’m a two-car pile-up on the Mass Pike. WBZ should cover this on the threes.

No one moves.

Just then, Joe looks up and sees me in Nick’s arms. Or hands. Or both.

He wrenches himself free from the security guards and lunges at Nick, who lets go of me.

“STOP!” I scream.

“She’s MINE!” Joe roars, a wave of hot breath expelling from him. Drunk, alcohol-soaked breath.

Nick makes two quick moves, so powerful and authoritative that he seems choreographed. Instinct makes me step back. I’m being protected, even if I didn’t ask for Nick’s help. His fluid grace takes Joe’s clumsy charge and turns his weight against him, overpowering my ex-boyfriend. I choke back a laugh driven by pure shock.

In seconds, Nick’s forearm is around Joe’s throat and one of Joe’s arms is pinned behind his back.

That was unexpected.

And if I weren’t mortified beyond belief, I’d have to admit it was kind of hot, too.

The security guards catch up. Nick says something to them that I can’t hear, and one of them handcuffs Joe. I can smell alcohol, and French cologne.

“Chloe, I have to talk to you, it’s all a mistake, I can explain, I’m so sorry, you know I love you, no one else matters to me, please.” Joe’s talking fast and low.

Henry comes sprinting in, dressed in a g-string, cowboy boots and a big belt buckle that says Everything’s Bigger in Texas. “Chloe, what the hell…? Joe?”

I’m undone. Without thinking, I take three unbalanced steps toward Henry and throw my arms around his mostly naked torso.

Nick looks at us for a long moment, then walks out behind the guards and Joe, who is still talking.

“Get your hands off of me! Don’t you know who I am? Chloe, call them off. Damn it, call them off! Please? C’mon, Chloe, you know I—”

Then—wait? Yep. The unmistakable sound of vomiting.

Some of those roses will need to go to the cleaning crew.

This is not my beautiful life.

*     *     *

Henry drives me home in his 1996 Audi. A fitting end to a day of uncertainty, discomfort, and some danger. Henry grew up in California, where he learned to drive. He is courteous. He observes the posted speed limit. He yields to the right-of-way.

In Boston traffic, this kind of thing will get you killed. No one expects it and no one knows how to react. Lacking a better idea, they usually respond with their middle fingers.

Surprisingly, we arrive safely at my condo. Climbing out of his car, I pause.

“So… you don’t mind if Jemma hangs out here tonight? I need some girl time. You come, too.”

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that, Chloe. Anyway, I’m working tonight, so it’s perfect. If I get out early, I can do research on my thesis until Jem gets home.”

“Thank you, Henry. For everything.”

He winks at me. “You’re our girl.”

I tear up, and wave. He signals, looks over his shoulder, and eases out into the street. Miraculously, no one hits him.

Godspeed.

Inside, a shower. Hot water and ginger-scented soap to wash everything off my skin. As if Joe never touched me. A clean slate.

By the time Jemma walks in the door, I have assembled the following out of the refrigerator: a container of olives (cocktail mix, the kind with tiny onions and dried cranberries), a small block of Parmesan cheese, a dish of honey, a Granny Smith apple, and three slices of smoked ham. Also some crackers of questionable freshness.

She looks it over.

“Maybe if we boiled a pound of pasta and mixed it all together, we could make a dinner out of this?” She sounds doubtful.

“I have an entire case of Prisoner, Jem,” I offer. The Prisoner is our favorite Napa red. Food just became irrelevant. Dinner will be served in a glass tonight. Possibly tomorrow night as well.

She settles on a counter stool as I pour.

“Okay. What’s been going on?”

“In the last twelve hours?” I smile wearily. “This morning I gave a kickass presentation to senior management, during which I exposed myself in a black corset. At least they know I don’t pierce my nipples. Andrew McCormick green lighted my gO Spa project. I also met an incredible man, who turns out to be the brother of my high school boyfriend. I went back to my office after the presentation and there were dozens of white roses from Joe. I gave them away. He called about sixty times, but I didn’t answer, so he showed up at O. Drunk. And tried to fight with Nick, who is the incredible man I met. Then he puked all over the hallway in shades that do not match the color palette.”

Jemma blinks. “That’s it?”

“And I have a meeting with Nick next week.”

“Want to hear about my last twenty-four hours?” Jem asks.

I nod.

“Yesterday I had a meeting with my editor, then I went home. Henry made salmon for dinner, after which I exposed myself in a lace bra. This morning I walked three miles. I wrote half of an article on nutrition for pregnant women in displaced populations. I took a nap. Henry called four times and I answered four times. Then I showed up here. Might get a little bit drunk.”

I look at her lovely, serene face.

“I would trade with you in a heartbeat,” I say sincerely.

“So Joe Blow earned his nickname,” she muses. “I am so sorry, Chloe. That must have been awful.”

I know she means the confrontation at work today, but my mind goes back a month.

“Don’t call him that. It was awful, Jem. I will never get that picture out of my mind.” I press my hands to my eyes. “And Blowjob Barbie was wearing a bra printed with Red Sox logos! How could he?”

Jemma shudders.

“The only thing worse would have been a Yankees logo.”

I throw an olive at her. She catches it neatly in her palm and eats it.

“He tried to fight with some guy at your office?”

“Yes! In front of the whole staff! I tripped and fell, and Nick caught me and somehow he had one hand on my boob, and Joe saw that and went crazy—well, he already was crazy—and took a swing at him. And Nick just went like this,” I stand up and do my best to demonstrate how he overpowered Joe, “and that was it. Security took over.”

She is just staring at me. I sit down again.

“Oh, and then Joe threw up all over my lovely New Zealand wool carpet. I chose that carpet when we remodeled the building.”

She starts to giggle. I see her point and join in, until a horrible thought stops me cold, and my eyes fill up with tears.

“Jemma,” I whisper, “What if the adoption people find out about this?”

“Do you think they could?”

“O keeps pretty tight control over information. All the employees know that any leak would cost them their job. But still… there’s always a chance… and it would look so bad. It was a violent outburst. The timing could not be worse.”

“Actually, it could. Suppose you hadn’t found out he had this in him? Suppose he acted this way around the baby? You know Henry and I were never big fans of Joe’s, but I would not have predicted any of this. Did you see it coming?”

I think for a minute. “Not really, no. Maybe I should have. Looking back, I guess a lot of things didn’t really add up. But he loved me so much!” I frown. “I mean, I think he really loved me… right? He said he did, all the time.”

Jemma looks at me sadly.

“He didn’t love me, did he?” I ask, but I don’t really expect an answer.

“He wasn’t really getting a divorce for three years,” she says. It clearly pains her. “So…”

I make an animal noise in the back of my throat that can only be cured by wine.

“Chloe.” Jem takes a deep breath. “Chloe, you are our best friend. You are the best person. You’re lovely and kind and smart and funny. You work so hard, and you love so hard. You’re true blue. And you deserve so, so much better than Joe Blow. You deserve a guy who will love you every day. Only you. A guy who will show you how much he loves you, and not just say the words.”

“I look at what you and Henry have, and that’s how I know it’s possible. It exists.”

Jemma sighs. It’s the sound a friend makes when she wants to say something she shouldn’t, but has to anyway. “Chloe, you know how people ask you sometimes why you decided to adopt?”

“Yes.”

“And how you choose not to give a reason?”

“Yes.” Where’s she going with this?

“I think part of the reason is that you knew you didn’t have a future with Joe, so you decided to make your own future.”

Ouch.

“Please don’t be mad.” Her fingers land on my forearm, pressing compassion into me.

“Not mad,” I choke out, trying not to cry. “Just blindsided a little. You’re right.” I look at her with a starkness I wish I could share with a life partner. “Joe was never, ever going to give me what I want.” I squeeze her hand.

We share a sad smile.

“Now tell me about this incredible man you met.”

“Not much to tell, really.” I let out a cleansing breath. “Pretty high up at Anterdec. He’s handsome. I think he liked me—he might have been flirting—but I’m not sure.”

“Well, he liked you enough to grab your boob,” she smiles.

“That was an accident!”

“Ah. He can put another guy in a choke hold with one James Bond move, but he is so klutzy, he can’t hold you up without feeling you up?”

She raises one eyebrow.

I’ve always wanted to be able to do that.

“He’s my high school boyfriend’s older brother. There’s something about him, Jem, I can’t describe it. I want his arms around me. It’s a funny feeling. Safe sexy.”

“That does sound like my Henry,” she says, almost to herself.

“I never felt safe with Joe. Why did I stay with him for so long? How could I not see this coming?”

She just looks at me, and I can see she is really fighting her desire to say We told you so.

She struggles. She loses.

“We told you so! About a hundred times! Look, Chloe, I’m not going to say Joe didn’t love you at all. I’m sure he did, in a way. But it was just all about him! His convenience. His rules. His fun. And you bent over backwards for years to please him! What the hell was he doing in that conference room?” Her hands are in the air, flailing and gesticulating like she’s conducting the Boston Pops with her pent-up emotions.

I stare into my glass.

“He was doing the same thing to me that he’s been doing to Marcy, his wife. Cheating.”

I guess it really is that simple.

“All these years, he said he was on the verge of a divorce. God, Jemma. I have to rethink three years of my life,” I gasp.

“Oh, honey.” Jemma shifts from outrage to compassion.

“He wasn’t ever going to get a divorce, was he?” I ask, although I know the answer.

“Of course not. Give up Marcy’s money? Lose the country club membership? Never going to happen.” I regret telling her those little details about Joe. I feel so stupid.

We sit in silence, sipping our wine.

“What about this new guy?” she asks. “Not married?”

“No idea, but he wasn’t wearing a ring.”

“Let’s Google him—where’s your computer?”

I pull it out and flip it open.

Nick Grafton, I type.

Page after page of entries come up:

Nick Grafton, Funeral Director.

Nick Grafton, Marathon Runner.

Nick Grafton, Hollywood Stunt Man.

“Not an unusual name, I guess. It would take hours to sort through this—days, even. But look, here’s his picture.”

“Wow.” Jemma’s impressed, her voice drops low. “Look for a wife, keep scrolling.”

There are several group shots, obviously taken at public events, but nothing conclusive. Never the same woman twice.

And he’s not smiling in a single photo.

I refill our glasses.

“The only thing that really matters now is the baby. Li is due in eight weeks.” We’re in the safety zone. Crossing thirty weeks, according to the doctor, means that even with a preterm birth, the baby should be fine.

“Think it might be time to buy a few baby things?” Jem asks gently. “Just some basics? A bassinet, maybe? Some clothes? Some little t-shirts or whatever babies wear?”

“It seems too much like tempting fate. What if something goes wrong? So much could still go wrong. Li is just a teenager. She’s homeless. Who knows what that first trimester was like. She didn’t get medical care until the fourth month. And she can still change her mind. I’m not going to have a peaceful moment until the final papers are signed. And it’s going to be an open adoption. Now I have to worry about this fiasco with Joe becoming public knowledge.”

“It’ll be fine,” she says.

“And last week I was supposed to meet her for an ultrasound. Went to the clinic. Waited for two hours. She no-showed, then texted a bunch of apologies that night.” I frown into my drink. “I hope she’s safe. I hope they’re both safe.”

“It won’t go wrong,” she reassures me. “In two months or so you are going to have a tiny new person here to take care of and love every day. Everything’s going to change, forever. You won’t even remember that you ever knew a guy named Joe Blow.”

“Don’t call him…” I start, but give up. The name fits.

Joe Blow.


Chapter Seven


Nick

Maman says she is coming for my fall concert.

The text arrives like any other text, resting in my phone, and only now have I seen it. Something in my chest snaps, like a toothpick pressed too hard on the ends, breaking unevenly.

Leaving the possibility for splinters.

Great, I lie, texting back to my daughter Amelie. A dual major in music and computer science, Amelie managed to thrill both her parents by juggling the impossible. This is her senior year, and she has a solo concert. My ex-wife and the mother of my children, Simone, has missed every single other concert in this child’s life.

The fact that Amelie has a chance for a spot at Juilliard and Eastman has piqued Simone’s interest. Status is like a bat signal for her. To fly all the way from Paris and force herself to spend time in the U.S. is all about bragging rights.

She is coming without Rolf, a second text reads.

I nearly drop the phone.

Great, I text again, this time telling the truth.

He’s such an ass, Amelie adds.

“He is such an ass,” I grumble aloud, surprising myself with my own voice. With my youngest, Jean-Marc, off to NYU for his early start this summer for his freshman year, and twin daughters here in Boston at their respective colleges working on campus before their senior year, the kitchen is quiet.

Too quiet.

My index finger goes numb and I look down, finding purple fingertips and bulging forearm veins. I’m gripping the granite countertop edge so hard, I might snap it in two.

Daddy? Are you there? Are you okay? Don’t make me resort to calling, Amelie types.

I chuckle. God forbid they use their phones for actual calls.

Fine. Just beat up a guy at work today. Typical day at the office.

I press Send and start to make a shot of espresso.

“One,” I count aloud. “Two. Three. Four.”

Ring!

Huh. I should beat people up more often.

“Daddy!” It’s Amelie, breathless and intense. “You beat someone up? Was it over a woman?”

Kind of.

“No. Just a drunk jerk who came into a meeting and tried to harass a woman at a presentation.”

“You’re a hero!”

I haven’t heard that tone of admiration in her voice since I scored tickets to a One Direction concert a few years ago, before she declared Harry Stiles “so yesterday.”

“If you say so,” I reply, laughing.

“Tell me everything. Elodie is going to be so jealous that I got the story first!”

Twins. Life with twins means that everything is a competition.

“Nothing special. Chloe’s ex-boyfriend sent her flowers and was drunk when he insisted on seeing her, and—”

“Chloe? I love her name! What’s she like?”

Hold on. This conversation just shifted from Daddy the Hero to Chloe in three seconds.

“She’s fine. Smart. Sophisticated. One hell of a presenter.”

“I don’t mean that! I mean—is she your type?”

“Amelie!”

“What?”

“She’s a work colleague.”

“Oh.” She sighs. “That means she’s old and ugly.”

“Hardly,” I mutter, then wince. Oops.

“Oooo, you like her!”

“Honey, that’s not how this works.”

“Actually, it is how this works. You like someone. You say something. You kiss them. You spend time with them. And then Daddy, when a man and a woman lust after each other very much, he goes to the drugstore and buys condoms, and—”

“Cut it out, kiddo.” I let the edge in my voice stay.

She goes silent. “Fine. Topic change. Maman left Rolf.”

I stop breathing.

“What?”

“She’s divorcing him. Says he’s boring.”

Where have I heard that before?

Beep.

“Hang on, Amelie. Someone’s on the other line.”

Click.

“I heard my dad is a hero!” Elodie crows into the phone.

“Two children speaking to me at the same time on an actual phone. Has the zombie apocalypse begun?”

She sighs. “I wish it would. Then I wouldn’t need to finish this political cartooning paper that’s due tomorrow.”

“Political cartooning? That’s an actual course?” Summer school offers strange choices.

“Yes. I thought it would be a blow-off, but the professor actually expects us to take it seriously and talk about imagery and know political history!”

Her outrage makes me laugh. “How dare he expect you to analyze? And learn! Oh, the humanity!”

“Daddy,” she growls. “Who’s Chloe?”

“How do you know about Chloe?”

“So she is your new crush!” Elodie squeals. “Now I owe Amelie five dollars.”

“You two are betting on…me?”

“Just your sex life.”

“Uh…”

“Blame Jean-Marc. He started it. Said as soon as he moved out you’d turn the condo into a shag pad.”

“A what?”

“A sex den.”

I am not having this conversation.

“I can’t wait to tell him you’re beating up your competitors for women at work!”

“That’s me. Nick Grafton, cage fighter.”

Beep.

“Hang on. Your sister’s on the other line.”

Click.

“Did you drop me for Elodie? Not fair. I had the scoop first. And Maman wants to stay with us.”

Us means here, in my townhouse, which means spending days with my ex-wife who left me when the twins were five and Jean-Marc was barely three.

Because I was boring.

I would sympathize with Rolf if he hadn’t been the person she left me for.

“Why does she want to stay here? She’s never stayed with us before.” Ever. Once a year, by legal agreement, she had the kids for three weeks in the summer. I always flew them there, spent two days in a hotel, and flew back, gutted, hoping they would adjust.

They always did.

Me, on the other hand…

“I don’t know!” she chirps. “But it’ll be nice to have both of my parents at an event for once.”

And gutted again.

“Right,” I say faintly, swallowing a suddenly dry mouth. “We’ll figure it all out.”

“I’m so happy to hear you’re dating, Daddy!”

“I’m not dating!”

“If you say so… Love you! Gotta get on the T!”

Click.

I switch back to Elodie. Gone.

And then I look at my texts.

Three requests for money.

One from each kid.

I set my phone down, shake my head, and pick out tonight’s date.

Pinot Noir, or a nice Flemish red sour ale?

Black Sails or The Wire?

Twenty minutes later, a sandwich and a beer in front of me, I pick my poison and settle in for a night of binge watching.

By the second sex scene in Black Sails, I’m twitching, unable to stop thinking about Chloe, the piles of roses outside her office, the horrified look on her face when that sonofabitch came barreling down the hallway, screaming her name.

How instinct kicked in.

And I kicked his ass.

“Not bad for an old man, as the kids would say,” I mutter with a sigh, going into the kitchen for another beer. I grab my phone off the counter and flip through my contacts. I added Chloe in there on a lark, right after her presentation, a number I’d planned to give my admin to set up a next meeting.

It’s not an Anterdec corporate number that Chloe gave me. Looks like her personal cell phone.

Huh.

*     *     *

Chloe

When my alarm goes off at six a.m., I know it’s time to get up. My meeting with Nick Grafton is today. I’ve been awake since four, when I woke to find Mink covering my face, fur tickling my nose.

Mink. My living, purring fur coat. My cat.

I tried so hard to hold on to sleep, blissful unconsciousness. General anesthesia.

My brain, however, wanted to watch a slideshow:

The mystery shop report. Who highlighted all those pages?

Me, at the market, shopping for treats for Joe.

Me, in the ladies’ room, primping a treat for Joe.

Joe, getting treated. By someone else.

I have read that it’s essentially impossible to think of nothing, but I tried. I visualized grey. The O shade.

Quite right. Impossible. I started running through the alphabet backwards.

Z Y X… W… not as easy as you would think, right?

…P O…

N… Nick Grafton in my office doorway, somehow familiar. Starched white shirt. The scent of Bay Rhum when he caught me. If masculine has a scent, it’s Bay Rhum.

…M L K…

J… Joe, red-faced and drunk, Nick’s arm around his neck. Pathetic. I wish I could un-see this.

…D C…

B… Baby. Baby coming soon. Life will change, forever. Am I ready? I think so. But is anyone ever ready? Maybe I’m too ready—what if Li changes her mind? Should I buy diapers, baby clothes, a crib? Would I be tempting fate? So far I just have an infant car seat. If this doesn’t happen, I can just put it in the closet. Way far back in the closet where I can’t see it.

Li is so young. Old enough to get pregnant but far too young to be a mother. In so many ways, she’s really still a baby herself. She’s been forced into a situation with no possible happy ending—at least not for her. Her tragedy will make my dream come true. Can I help make some of her dreams come true in return? She wants to be an esthetician, told me the day I met her on the gO Spa. Can I find a scholarship for her? Create one?

A… Anterdec. Meeting today with Nick Grafton. Okay. This is better. This I can handle. What to wear?

I am representing O. I visualize grey again. Dove grey suit of raw silk, seamed to fit my body perfectly, never too tight or too loose. High heels, but not too spiky. And most importantly, a necklace of glass Os, linked together with silver.

And for today’s secret power, rose silk cheeky panties that lace up the back. Matching bustier. Grey thigh highs in fine mesh.

On the outside, chic and understated. Underneath, intimate pleasure.

I am O.

*     *     *

Nick’s admin shows me into his office. At least, I guess that’s where I am, but I’m not sure, because this room is all about the view. Who needs artwork when you have a wall of glass above Boston Harbor, bright blue water glittering in the sun? Sailboats are gliding along, and planes are taking off and landing from Logan Airport.

“How do you get anything done?” I ask, walking straight to the window. “I would just stare outside all day.”

“I try to focus on what’s right in front of me,” he answers quietly. I turn around.

He’s looking at me with a small smile. Behind him, on the wall, is a huge silver-leaf painting by Raphael Jaimes-Branger. It must be six feet high.

“Gorgeous!” I breathe.

Nick doesn’t take his eyes off me. “Oh, yes.”

Then he turns to the painting. “I’ve been collecting Raphael for years. I love the way he blends traditional and modern art into something of its own. And he works here in Boston.”

“The silver-leaf catches the light,” I add.

“Beauty all around me,” Nick says, and gestures toward a small table. “Let’s see what beautiful ideas you’ve brought for O’s brand.”

Opening my portfolio cases, I display packaging mock-ups for a limited line of O cosmetics. I describe a line of private-label scents for women, men, and the home—the First Space. I present sketches and samples of French cotton T shirts and embossed Italian leather tote bags, all bearing visually related and recognizable designs based on our simple and elegant O.

But best of all is the jewelry. The necklace I am wearing, the glass chain of Os, is the centerpiece.

“This is where we break through our wall, and take O out to the retail world. Each special piece of this high-end jewelry collection is designed to represent our brand subtly but clearly. Club members will want to wear the jewelry, and chic shoppers will want to belong to the club. Here’s how a full-page print ad in Vogue might look.”

I hand Nick an ad layout, featuring a photograph of my necklace on the curve of a woman’s neck and shoulders, the glass reflecting light and shadow on beautiful matte skin. Our fingers brush against each other, the electricity palpable. He studies the ad, his eyes moving to my neck, then back to the ad again.

My design team has been working on this presentation non-stop for ten days, including nights and weekends.

“Chloe, this is much more than I expected. I’m going to see if I can pull Amanda Warrick in to take a look at all this. She’s about to become Anterdec’s assistant marketing director. Our departments work together closely. If she thinks this has merit, we’ll take it to the finance team and see what we’re looking at for start-up costs.”

He gets up and goes out, leaving the slightest whiff of Bay Rhum behind him. I look around the office for the first time.

This small, round meeting table and four chairs, two upholstered chairs in front of his desk, your typical big mahogany partners’ desk. All very nice, but other than the paintings on the walls, everything looks pretty standard-issue. A long, low cabinet behind his desk, covered with framed photographs.

I really, really want to get up and study those photos. From here, across the room, they all appear to be photos of teenagers.

Someday I’ll have a teenager. Will we share shoes and secrets? Or will she stay out too late and not text me and not answer her phone and frighten me to death and…?

Stop, Chloe, just stop.

Nick seems to have a boy and a girl. Or two girls? Twins? A number of mountaintop skiing group shots, action photos of lacrosse players. One of those professionally-posed beach portraits in black and white, all three kids in white polo shirts and khaki shorts.

If there’s a wife in his life, she’s not on display.

Please let there be no wife.

Nick comes back in, with Amanda, and we shake hands. That little bell goes off in my head again. The day I gave the O tour to Amanda and the older blonde woman who was with her, the one who was so enthusiastic about some of the entertainment…

Amanda’s about to say something, her eyes warm and pleasant, but I speak first.

“How did your friend’s bachelorette party turn out?” I ask. “Now I remember. You were at O a while ago, weren’t you? I don’t think you booked the party with us?”

Amanda’s cheeks turn slightly pink. “It got a little out of hand,” she laughs. “Too many people for O. We ended up at a piano bar in Back Bay.”

Plausible. After all, why would Anterdec send a marketing exec to mystery shop their own property? And the report was from a firm called Consolidated Evalu-Shop. Hmm. But still, she asked some unusual questions. I make a note to have Carrie research the issue.

Thankfully, Amanda says nothing about Joe’s outburst last time we met.

I run swiftly through today’s presentation, truncating it. Amanda and Nick are quick studies. I’m relieved; there’s nothing quite as fine as realizing you’re in a room with people whose minds can pattern-match and analyze so that you can speak in shorthand.

Amanda picks up the jewelry ad and studies it. “Is this you?” she asks curiously.

“Well, yes,” I answer. “We just needed someone for the mock-up shot.”

“Chloe, you would be perfect to represent O’s image,” Amanda says, looking at me closely now.

I laugh. “Oh no, no, thank you, but I don’t think so.”

“I agree with Amanda. You are perfect,” Nick says. “I want to go ahead with this, and I want you to be O.”

“Really, I’m flattered, but I couldn’t,” I stammer. “We need a professional model for this. And even if I thought it would work, I couldn’t. I’m going to be gone for a while, soon. I’m taking, well, some…personal time.”

“I’m sending this all to finance,” Nick says. “I want you reassigned to the branding project as soon as you can hand off your retail design responsibilities. Amanda too. Chloe, you’ll report to me.”

“But I just said no to being the face of O.” I’m calm and clear. No.

“Then if you won’t be the face of O, you’ll be the brains behind the operation,” Nick says in a voice as firm as mine. His face is blank, those sapphire eyes piercing me.

“I already am.”

The placidity cracks, the corner of his mouth twitching. “Touché. You and I will work on the branding. I want you driving the train.”

He stands up, and Amanda and I follow. She begins gathering up all the materials on the table.

“Thanks, Chloe. This is going to be so much fun. I’ll call you.” And she’s out the door.

I’m left looking at Nick.

And he’s looking back at me.

“How long do you think it will take to clear your schedule?” he asks.

“Nick, you can’t just pull me out of daily operations of O like this! I have projects there, and there’s no one who can just take over—and I love my job!” I pause. “Plus, I’m cutting back my hours starting in the next few months.”

He looks at his watch. “Let’s go to lunch and we can talk about it.”

That does seem like a good idea.

I lift my white leather bag off the back of the chair, and as I am slinging it over my shoulder, the bamboo handle comes unhooked. The bag drops, bouncing off the chair and hitting the floor, and of course it lands sideways. Most of what’s inside it spills out, makeup and pens and perfume, aspirin, keys. And—oh please no—my lipstick vibrator rolls under the chair.

Nick is on one knee, gathering coins. I kneel down too, and reach for the little vibrator but he gets it first.

“That’s a big lipstick,” he comments, holding it up.

“Economy size,” I smile brightly, reaching for it.

“Is this one of the mock-ups of O cosmetic packaging?” he asks, pulling the hot pink cap off.

“No!” I say, but too late.

Nick looks down at the USB charger he has just uncapped. Then he looks at me, puzzled.

“Yes!” I backtrack. “Yes, that’s a mock-up, yes it is. Part of my next presentation. Phase Two.” I hold up my hands like a TV game show announcer. “‘The Power of O’ is what we are calling it.”

I’m babbling.

I hold out my hand.

He smiles.

“I’ll keep it with the other package ideas,” he says, and drops it in his pocket. “You can tell me your plan for it at lunch.”

My plan for it was to reduce stress while caught in rush-hour traffic tonight. But maybe it would make a good new product line. Driving accessories! Is that dangerous?

‘O’verdrive.

I love my job.

*     *     *

This new little restaurant in The Fort shopping complex looks completely full, but somehow they find a table for Nick, tucked into a corner.

“It’s the Anterdec table,” he explains. “As long as James McCormick’s not in town, I can always get in here.”

“Tell me about Charlie,” I say. “What’s he doing now?”

He looks at his plate of grilled fish. “Charlie’s trying to figure out what he wants to do when he grows up. He’s on his third career and his second divorce. He’s actually been living with me for a few months, though he’s out of town right now. I have a lot of extra room with my kids all away at college.”

“I can’t believe that…even as a kid, he always knew he wanted to be a lawyer. He was going to be a public defender, help people who had nowhere else to turn. What happened?”

“He got into Yale Law School, but the pressure was too much. He took a leave of absence and never went back. Then it was culinary school, and now it’s some website selling surfing equipment for kids.”

“From Yale to surfer dude,” I say with a smile. “Only Charlie could pull that off. How’s it going?”

“Not well. Kids don’t have credit cards.” He sighs. “At least culinary school has come in handy. He makes dinner every night. He’s pretty good, too.”

“And your kids are all in college?” I know I should turn the conversation back to work now, but I’m just so curious. “You don’t look old enough to have—”

Shut up, Chloe! I scream inside my babbling mind.

My face must betray my thoughts, because Nick just laughs. “I’m flattered.” He won’t look away. I’m trapped, that electricity between us from earlier arcing, rising up. “My son went to NYU for summer session to get a jumpstart on his freshman year. Couldn’t wait to flee to New York. My daughters both work on campus at their colleges here in Boston. It’s quiet at home.”

“What’s it like to have an empty nest?” I blurt, back to safer territory, because a quiet home means an empty bed and….

He thinks for a second, as if dazed. Does he feel it, too?

“I’m at Anterdec because they acquired my company. I had a branding consultancy called FireBrand. Built it from the ground up. We did about $25 million annually, 37 employees. The McCormicks agreed to keep my whole staff.”

This is not the answer to my question.

“It was a great opportunity for everyone,” he continues. “Some of my people have really moved up fast, working for Anterdec subsidiaries all over the world. They learned the business from me, at FireBrand, and now they’re succeeding on a global level. I’m so proud of them.”

Still waiting to see where this is going.

“But I used to see everyone every day, and now I don’t. They’re launched. I just get the occasional email when they have a problem, or want to share some good news.”

I get it. “Two empty nests?”

“Exactly.”

“Ouch.”

He laughs, looking up from the rim of his wine glass to meet my eyes. “More like freedom. So close…”

Funny, though. He doesn’t look very free.

There’s a little bustle at the door. I look up to see Jessica Coffin headed toward our table, with three apparent clones behind her. It’s like the Neiman Marcus display window mannequins woke up and went to lunch. They are followed by the maître d’. Aren’t they supposed to be following him?

“Chloe!” Jessica says, looking at Nick. “How are you?” It’s unclear who she is asking.

He stands and offers his hand. I introduce them, and then hesitate. Jessica helped to make O the success that it’s been. In business, you tap into the thought leaders to get your idea to go viral.

In the spa business, you find the equivalent, which means Jessica Coffin and her always-for-rent social media accounts.

Except she deleted her Twitter account a while ago and has been suspiciously silent. Hmm.

“You work for Andrew McCormick,” she says to Nick, her mouth twisting oddly as she says Andrew’s name. “I met you here, at some charity event.”

Right. I don’t know why I thought I had to explain the identity of a handsome, successful Boston man to Jessica Coffin. It’s her business to know. Might even be in her DNA.

She turns back to me, a tiny smile on her lips. “Chloe, didn’t I hear you’re about to be a mommy? That’s just so exciting. I guess we won’t be seeing you at restaurants like this anymore. From now on, you’ll only be eating—what are they called?—Happy Meals.”

She leans forward to kiss my cheek, then moves off, brushing against Nick as she goes, although there is plenty of space between tables.

He doesn’t seem to notice her. He is staring at my stomach.


Chapter Eight


Nick

A giant, overstuffed blue nylon bag masquerading as one of my daughters appears at the door on this fine Saturday morning. Morning-ish. I look at the clock. Noon. Although for her, that’s the crack of dawn.

“Are you selling dirty laundry? If so, that is a terrible business idea.”

“Dad!” Elodie whines, the tip of her nose and one wide eye appearing around the large lump. Her long, glossy brown hair is pulled into a ragged top knot and she’s wearing flannel pajama pants that are entirely too long, covering feet in flip flops.

Very familiar flannel pajama pants.

“Are those mine?” I grunt, as she thrusts her clothes at me.

I take the load from her arms and she gives me a quick kiss on the cheek, smelling like the T and cotton candy.

She also ignores my question.

“Where’s Uncle Charlie? Is he here?”

“No. He’s meeting with his business partner. They’re trying to trademark the phrase ‘Surf the Internet.’”

That gets an eye roll.

“But how wonderful you’ve come home to visit your dear old dad. What’s on the agenda for our relaxing hours together?”

“Is the washer empty? I have literally nothing left to wear and it’s ’80s karaoke night at school and Brandon is the emcee.” She’s standing in my doorway, phone in her hands, both thumbs flying. She is not even looking at the screen. How do they do that?

“’80s karaoke. So you’re Googling the lyrics to ‘With or Without You’? ‘Every Breath You Take’? ‘Born in the USA’?”

She’s nonplussed. “What are those?”

Let’s move on.

“How about a game of chess? Or we could play Candyland. You always loved that when you were little.”

I get a head toss and a sigh, as she drags her clothes into the laundry room off the kitchen. I accept my role as utilities provider and start up the espresso machine. Having my own washer and dryer has turned out to be a young adult insurance policy. At least once a week, I get their undivided attention for a few hours.

Especially when they know they can raid my pantry, too.

Elodie comes into the kitchen and snipes the shot of espresso I’ve just finished making. “Almond milk?” she asks, rummaging in the fridge.

“I don’t know how to milk an almond. Do they have udders? Besides, last month you drank nothing but coconut milk.” I point to the half-gallon I bought for her this week.

“Daddy! That was last month. Now I need the manganese.”

“Manganese?”

“It’s a mineral.”

“I know what manganese is, Elodie, but why do you need to drink it?”

She waves her hand in the air with an air of sophistication that reminds me so much of her mother, Simone, that I freeze, blinking into dead air.

“The college cafeteria refuses to stock almond milk now because of protests.” She settles for cinnamon and downs the espresso shot like tequila.

“Protests?”

“Almonds use too much water and some agricultural climate change group thinks we need to stop drinking almond milk because of a moral imperative.”

“Almonds have morals?”

“Daddy, stahp.” She draws out the word like a Minnesotan, then hoots.

Followed by the evil eye.

“You look different today,” she announces, peering at me. Of all my kids, she’s the one who looks and acts the most like Simone.

“Different?”

“Happier.”

I scowl.

“Ha! That’s what you normally look like. You have Resting Jerkface.”

I quirk an eyebrow. “What?”

“It’s like Resting Bitchface, but for men.”

I just peer at her. Sometimes I think I’ve produced progeny from another planet. Where do they come up with this stuff?

“You frown all the time, Dad! All the time. You never, ever smile.”

I give her the fakest grin I can muster.

“Now you’ll give me nightmares.” She grabs a reusable Trader Joe’s bag and starts stealing…er, liberally sampling from my pantry. “Where’s the good peanut butter?”

“Why don’t they make peanut milk?” I ponder, making myself an espresso and sprinkling cinnamon on top.

“Ewwwwww.”

“And almond milk is any better?”

She just sighs. Most of her tenth grade year involved nothing but sighs. I am fluent in Sigh. This one means, Shut Up.

Now that I think about it, they pretty much all mean Shut Up.

“How’s Brandon?” I ask.

Elodie has been half-chasing, half-ignoring Brandon for the past six months. I pretend to rifle through my day’s mail, giving her covert glances. If you look a young adult straight on while asking a question designed to elicit more than a Shut Up sigh, you will never get actual information out of them. You have to be an information ninja. Eye contact shuts down the speech center.

Better to act distracted, because then they actually try to get your attention. Make them work for it.

“He’s great! We hooked up last week and—”

“You went out on a date?”

“Went out, hooked up…you know.” She blushes.

Oh, no.

Sometimes, my covert information tactics work too well.

Danger, Will Robinson. We’ve ventured into sex revelation territory. Where’s the shotgun when I need it? I take a deep breath and let it out.

Sounding a little too close to Sigh.

“Dad, stahp!”

“What?”

“I know you don’t like Brandon.”

“How can I not like him? I’ve never met him!”

“What was that sigh?”

“It was an old man deflating. Sometimes we need to let some air out.”

“EWWWW!”

“That’s not what I meant!”

“Says the man whose favorite bedtime book was Walter the Farting Dog.”

I start laughing at the memory. That really is one of the best children’s books ever.

She peers at me again. “Who is she?”

I choke on my coffee. From farts to women. Elodie can change a topic like no one’s business.

“Aha!”

“Aha, what?”

“That was a shot in the dark. So there’s a she? Finally?”

My front door opens. We peer around the breakfast bar to find another enormous bundle of laundry invading my home. It’s an infestation.

“What are you doing here?” Amelie yells, clearly offended by Elodie’s presence.

“Talking with Dad about his sex life.”

“I do not have a sex life!”

That came out wrong.

True, but wrong.

“That’s the problem!” Elodie fumes.

“The problem is that you are hogging the washer and dryer, El,” Amelie says, frowning at the tornado of clothing poured out on the floor in the hallway outside the small laundry room. She gives me a pouty face and says, “Make her take turns.”

“You are not five any more. You are both twenty-one. If you need your dear old dad to mediate when it comes to laundry, how are you going to get anywhere in the business world?”

Her green eyes flash behind old-fashioned fifties-style glasses, big and rectangular with dark rims. Like her sister, she’s wearing flannel pajama bottoms, but her feet are stuffed into unlaced Doc Martens.

“It’s that woman you saved!” Elodie shouts, triumphant. She and her twin share one of the thousands of twin-looks that I can never decipher.

“Who?” Amelie looks as confused as I feel, which is small comfort.

“Dad is dating. He has a girlfriend!” Elodie is majoring in Folklore and the Spoken Tradition at her progressive college. It’s a self-crafted major. Highly employable.

“I do not have a girlfriend.”

Amelie turns her full attention to me. Elodie’s plan is clear to me: distract her sister so she can hog the washing machine.

“You do look different,” Amelie says with caution. “More relaxed. Happier.”

“Regular sex will do that,” Elodie announces.

I close my eyes and—yep.

Sigh.

“I am not—” I was about to say having regular sex, but that crosses a line. “I am not dating.”

“You should be.” Amelie scowls at me. She and Elodie are fraternal twins, and everyone in our lives has said she’s the feminine version of me. I wonder if I look that fierce when I’m studying a project at work.

“You need to ask her out.” Elodie has found the good peanut butter, a jar of Nutella, and a batch of Mint Milanos I thought I’d hidden carefully in the pantry, behind the black beans. Guess not carefully enough.

Amelie grabs the cookies and dips one in the peanut butter, then the Nutella, and stuffs her face. I turn away and make myself another espresso. Whatever happened to post-softball-game ice cream cones and fevered discussions about Justin Bieber?

This has veered into dangerous territory. When you become nostalgic for Justin Bieber, it’s bad.

“I’m not talking about this.”

“We worry about you.” They share another one of those looks. Something in my chest tightens and loosens at the same time.

“Why would you worry about me?”

“Because we love you.”

I clear my throat, which has suddenly become thick with confusion.

“And because you really need to get laid.”

“Elodie.” I say her name low and slow. That used to be enough to get her to stop doing whatever she was doing that broke the rules.

“What? It’s true,” chimes in Amelie.

“Chloe!” Elodie exclaims, snapping her fingers, giving Amelie a conspirator’s look. “That was her name. The woman Dad saved from her drunk, half-crazed boyfriend.”

“Ex-boyfriend.”

Four evaluative eyes land on me.

“See? You totally like her,” Elodie declares.

“She’s a work colleague. I don’t date women at work.”

“You don’t date women at all,” Elodie shoots back.

They share another look.

“Does that mean you date men?” Amelie asks, her voice soft with compassion. “Because if you’ve been afraid to tell us, we’re fine with—”

“As relieved as I am to know you’re open-minded, no—I don’t date men.”

“Maybe he’s asexual,” Elodie says at the exact moment that the washing machine buzzes. Cycle over. Has this conversation really lasted that long?

No. Those were my clothes.

“Go!” I hiss to Amelie, who sprints down the hall while I step in Elodie’s way.

“Daddy! Now I’ll only get one load in!”

“Payback.”

“For telling the truth?” Her eyes turn into deep brown triangles, challenging and calculating. Before I can give her a wise response, the storm passes and she is aloof. Untouched.

Chloe. Now that her name has been invoked, I find myself completely overwhelmed by the image of that smile. Her poise. The ramrod-straight posture and the confidence that she holds, as if the world is hers to open. I’ve spent so many years pushing aside opportunities that I knew would just lead down blind alleys, dead ends, and into relationships that would cause more pain than they alleviated. The kids came first.

Always.

Amelie comes back, the distinct sound of the washer filling in the background a taunt aimed at her twin. “Who are you texting?” she asks Elodie.

Who is holding my phone.

I snatch it back to find the text function open to Chloe’s name.

“You started to write a text to her?” I choke out. Sure enough, there are the words Would u like 2

“We have to make sure someone takes care of you in your old age,” Elodie huffs.

“First of all, I’m not exactly old. I’m in my early forties, kid. Second, I would never abbreviate words like you and to.” I’m not sure which offends me more: being called old, or the grammar hack.

“I would never actually text her,” Elodie says with an impish smile. “I just wanted to get you to think about it. You already set up the perfect meet-cute.”

“Meet-cute?”

“You rescued her from her creepy stalker drunk ex, Dad!” Amelie exclaims. Now she’s fishing through my pantry, taking cans of my favorite soup and stuffing them in her backpack. Don’t universities feed their students any more? How much am I paying for room and board so my kids can come home and pilfer?

“That’s, like, you’re like Bruce Wayne.”

“What?” I ask Elodie.

“You know. Nick Grafton by day, superhero by night.”

“Right.” A memory from work hits me. “They call me Focus Man!”

Withering looks radiate from both of them.

“That is so not a sexy superhero name, Dad,” Amelie says, shaking her head sadly.

“That’s the best he can come up with,” Elodie adds, giving Amelie a sigh. “He really needs our help.”

“Do not!” I protest.

“Do too!”

They’re in stereo.

“Text her! Ask her out for a work dinner. Do it. Do something,” Amelie urges.

I am not taking dating advice from my daughters.

I am not.

But I am smart enough to realize they’re on to something.

I type, I think we should have another meeting.

And hit Send to the sound of twin squeals.

*     *     *

Chloe

Jemma gets up from the counter and opens my refrigerator. She refills both our wine glasses. To the brim. And these are balloon glasses.

I raise one eyebrow.

“Saves a trip,” she says. “We’re going to drink it anyway, why get up twice?”

Right. I am comfortable now. Soft grey leggings with tiny ruffles on the hem, and my black cashmere hoodie. I stretch my legs out and admire my pedicure: Over the Taupe, my favorite polish. Goes with everything. Just like the rosé wine.

“You never went back to work after that lunch meeting with Nick?” she asks.

“We just walked around the city all afternoon, talking. About everything. He cancelled his afternoon appointment, said he was in meetings about a new branding initiative for an Anterdec property.”

“You walked all afternoon in four-inch heels?” Jemma asks skeptically.

“We stopped a lot. Benches. Cafés. A wine bar.”

“And talked about the O brand?” She is still skeptical.

“Well, not exactly. We talked about what happened with Joe. And we talked about Nick’s job, and his kids. And his ex-wife. She abandoned them all and went back to France. Can you believe that? But it sounds like she still shows up for the kids. Sometimes. When it suits her.”

“Did you tell him?” I know what she’s really asking.

“Yes, I told him about the baby. A little bit.”

“And?”

“He didn’t say much, just listened. He asked if I had family nearby, or close friends.” I look at Jem and my eyes fill up. “I said yes to friends.”

The front door opens and Henry comes in.

“Damn, it smells good in here,” he announces.

Since nothing is cooking, he either means perfume or the faint scent of alcohol.

His arms are full of brown bags. I get up and help him unload. Take-out sushi and three bottles of wine. Red, white, and prosecco. I love bubbles.

I love Henry.

“Jessica Coffin says I will only eat Happy Meals for the rest of my life,” I inform them.

“That’s ridiculous,” Henry says, handing out soy sauce. “What does she know? There’s Chuck E. Cheese, and pizza, and in about twelve years, you can try a real restaurant if you go at five o’clock.”

I try to stab him with a chopstick but he’s too fast.

I hate Henry.

“So where were you all day yesterday?” he asks me. “Explaining massagasms to the board of directors?”

“Kinda,” Jemma answers for me. “One at a time. Starting with Nick Grafton.”

“The guy who put Joe Blow in a chokehold?” Henry’s confused.

“Don’t call him Joe Blow,” I say automatically.

Henry puts a spicy tuna roll in his mouth and smiles.

Jem and I exchange a look. “See that box over there, honey?” she asks him. “It’s a car seat. Could you finish your sushi and go install it in Chloe’s backseat? Or you could just take your container of sushi with you and go now?”

My text pings.

I think we should have another meeting.

I don’t recognize the number, but this can only be one person. Henry and Jem are staring at me.

“I think it’s Nick,” I whisper.

“He can’t hear you,” Henry whispers back.

Another text bubble appears on the screen.

Does Friday work?

“It’s just a work question,” I say. Why do I feel a little disappointed? Of course it’s just a work question. I report to him now. What else could it be?

Sure, I type back.

Three dots tell me something’s coming soon. I wish I were coming soon.

Great. Pick you up at 7.

Wordlessly, I hand the phone to Jemma. She reads it and whispers, “Oh my god, Chloe! A Friday night dinner? That’s not business!”

“Why are we whispering?” Henry whispers. We ignore him.

Three more dots.

Do you like Mexican?

*     *     *

Nick

“What’s she say, Dad?”

“She says dot dot dot.”

“DAD!” Elodie grabs the phone out of my hands and watches with the intensity of a Pats fan watching Brady shout “Omaha!”

Which is not a bad analogy, all things considered.

“SEE!” Elodie screams.

“See what?”

She shoves the phone in my face.

Ah. Not “see.”

Sí.

Chloe said yes.

“She said yes!” Elodie and Amelie start screaming and jumping in the air, as if I’d just won something on a game show, or caught a foul ball at Fenway.

My heart is imitating them, silently.

“I am done talking about this,” I say, mustering my air of authority.

“It’s not like we’re going to ask you any details. I mean, EWWWWWW,” Elodie declares.

“We’ll make sure we don’t stop by for food or laundry on Friday night, though,” Amelie announces, winking at me.

“But I do have to come and do laundry for my big trip,” Elodie says to herself.

A sharp inhale from Elodie makes me turn and look.

“What if you date a woman who wants kids?”

“I have kids.” I’m confused by this statement.

“I mean more kids.” They share bright-eyed excitement at the thought. Where is their brother? Jean-Marc is the cynic in the family. He’s also my only kid who doesn’t live in Boston right now, which automatically makes him my favorite. Three in college at the same time.

The job at Anterdec needs to be solid.

And here I am, asking a colleague out for dinner, and possibly jeopardizing it. Someone who is adopting a baby in the next few months.

“I have plenty of kids. Don’t need more.”

“Be upfront, Dad. Don’t string her along.”

“It’s a business dinner,” I growl.

“Let’s go pick out what he’s going to wear on his date!” Elodie shouts, as she sprints down the hall. Amelie darts into my bedroom as I watch her sister double back, turn off the washer, take out the sopping clothes and load her own in.

That one is going to be a lawyer some day, folklore major be damned.


Chapter Nine


Chloe

Friday night. After a week packed with three bachelorette parties, two divorce celebrations, one widow party (yes, we were surprised, but freedom comes in many forms) and a state elevator inspection that took more of my time than it should have, here I am, ready for Nick.

A blue and white pencil skirt in a diamond pattern. White T shirt. Silver hoop earrings, and lots of bracelets. Wedge sandals, which were a good choice because the sidewalks in this neighborhood are uneven brick. Nick holds my arm when I wobble. I love these sidewalks. All sidewalks should be made like these. Wobbling is good.

We decide on an outside table, and order Margaritas. It’s a beautiful mid-summer night, warm but not humid, and the sun is still out, the July nights still long and festive. Boston’s not usually known for its authentic Mexican food, but this place is supposed to be changing that.

“One more good meal before you start your life sentence of chicken nuggets?” Nick smiles.

“Even if Jessica’s right about that, it will be worth it,” I say seriously. “I want this baby so much, Nick, and I’ve waited so long for her. Anyway, I am never feeding my child a Happy Meal. Ever. She is only going to eat organic food, and I am going to make everything myself, so I will know exactly what she’s getting.”

“Well, that’s admirable, Chloe.” He looks… amused? “Any other plans?”

“No big plastic toys,” I answer. “Just natural materials like wood and paper and cloth. And not too many toys. I want her to use her imagination. Be creative. And no princesses.”

“No plastic,” Nick repeats. “No princesses.”

“Right,” I say.

“You are really just very beautiful,” he says, as if that follows.

I look into his smiling blue-green eyes. “Did you have, um, basic…principles for, you know, raising your kids?” I stammer.

He bursts out laughing. “Yes. Absolutely. Life vests on boats. Helmets on bikes and skis. Stay off the roof.”

“No, seriously,” I say. “You must have had some ideas?”

“Any ideas that we may have had about children went out the window pretty quickly,” he says. “We had three babies in twenty-five months, and we were practically kids ourselves. Then, when I became the only parent on the scene, the kids were three and five. I just wanted to keep them busy every minute, so they wouldn’t notice their mom was gone.” He makes a face. “I actually thought that was possible.”

“That must have been torture.” I want to hear more, but I don’t want to cause him pain.

“Well, it kept me busy, too,” he says slowly. “I didn’t want to notice she was gone, either.”

He signals the server for another round, and points to the empty basket of chips. More, please. More of everything.

I lean forward on my elbows, waiting.

“She went back to France, you know. Simone, my wife. Ex-wife. She said she wanted the man she married. She wanted a lover, not a daddy. And it turned out, she’d found him.”

“What does that mean?”

“She had reconnected with her lover from university days at the Sorbonne. He ‘saw her as a woman.’ Not a mother.”

“Oh Nick.”

He shrugs. “It was a long time ago.”

“She left her children.” I can’t quite make sense of it. I’ve devoted years to finding a child to love, and she walked away from hers.

He looks self-conscious. “Let’s talk about something happy. Let’s talk about you.”

Two more rounds of margaritas, one bowl of guacamole, and a very large platter of fajitas later, Nick asks for the check.

We’ve learned a little more about each other. He loves bluegrass and cowboy songs (go figure). He speaks fluent French (not surprising). He has done an ocean crossing, can explain Fermat’s Theorem (it was wasted on me), and has run for town office (he lost). He is deathly afraid of alligators. Somewhere around margarita number three, I discovered that he lost his virginity at age seventeen, to the neighbors’ Spanish nanny. This resulted in a lifelong love of olives.

In return, I shared my deep love for the color white in all its many variations, my obsession with Miles Davis, and my entire bucket list, including the part about backpacking in Patagonia. Before margarita number four he stops, begging off to be able to drive, but I keep going. So it’s possible that I may have told him (oh dear god) about the Power Underwear Theory.

Do you think I might be just the tiniest bit… drunk? Because that would not be good.

Margarita number five was delicious. I had them leave off the salt. Self-control is important.

“So,” he starts. “Other than my little brother Charlie and Joe Blow, there must be men in your life. How about that tall, naked guy who was holding you up outside your office? The redhead.” His smile fades.

“Henry? Oh my God, no! He and his wife are my best friends.” Is it me, or does he look a little bit relieved?

“Have you ever been married?” he asks.

“And don’t call him Joe Blow,” I add. “No, never been married. Before Joe, I dated someone for five years, but he got a great job offer and moved to New York, and my job was here. We tried to make it work long distance for about six months, but we both wanted more than that. I want to wake up with someone. I want to come home at night and tell someone about my day, hear about theirs. Go grocery shopping. Have a life.” I pause. “Raise a family.”

Am I oversharing? Too late to worry about that, I guess.

“I miss that,” he says softly. “Even after all this time.”

“Why haven’t you remarried?” I ask.

He’s quiet.

“After Simone left, I was in survival mode. I had all I could do to manage breakfast, lunch, and dinner, never mind soccer games and piano lessons. Although,” he smiles ruefully, “I had plenty of offers of help from female friends. All kinds of help.”

“I’ll bet you did,” I smile back. “Did you accept any?”

“No,” he shakes his head. “I wasn’t going to let any woman near us again. And when the girls got older, they were pretty protective of their turf.” He starts to laugh. “Once I had a weekend guest, an old friend who lives in Chicago. The girls went into the guest room on a reconnaissance mission. They were about ten at the time. Just as my friend and I were sitting down to a candlelit dinner, Elodie and Amelie came down the stairs.”

“This doesn’t sound good,” I say, but I’m smiling.

“It wasn’t good. But it was pretty funny. They were each wearing one of her silk nightgowns. And high heels. Lipstick. They must have sprayed an entire bottle of her perfume on each other. They were giggling so hard they could barely stand up.”

“Oh no—what happened?”

“Let’s just say my friend didn’t see the humor. And those nightgowns just didn’t seem very sexy anymore.”

“Hard to be a dad and a date at the same time?” I ask.

“Very. But they’re off at college now. All of them. It’s a whole new world.”

“A new world for me, too, but I’m just at the beginning.”

Nick looks at me thoughtfully.

And signals for the check.

*     *     *

There is considerably more wobbling on the way back to his car, but I think the walk does me good. By the time the black Range Rover comes into view, most of the margaritas have worn off. Anticipation has not. My breath quickens, all my senses suddenly acute. The press of his fingers against my spine as he guides me. The brush of his hip against mine as we turn. How his hair curls at the collar, like it’s cozying up. The light whiff of Bay Rhum that makes me want to nuzzle his neck.

Nick clicks the locks off and opens my door. He’s standing so close, one hand on the door handle, leaning in toward me like he’s ready to breach the space between us, about to take that penultimate movement before a kiss. I glance up at his face and he’s looking at me. Slowly he leans forward and I take Sheryl Sandberg’s advice.

I lean in.

Slowly, softly, his lips touch mine, a burst of flavor and heat quenching the anticipation but making me thirst for more. Seconds pass, eternity in the form of intimate touch, the deepening passion turning into a free fall. I’m loose and spinning, falling into nothing and everything at the same time, his hands holding me in place, his hard body locking me into the only location in the world where I need to be.

Not want.

Need.

Then he straightens and smiles into my eyes, questions pooling there, barely held back, lips twitching with intensity. I turn and slide into my seat. Neither of us says a word.

The briefest kiss – a taste, a tease, a promise – and I am undone.

This is a revelation to me.

The Massachusetts Avenue Bridge takes us back to Cambridge. At night, this is my favorite view—suspended over the Charles River, Boston glittering on one side and Cambridge on the other. Two beautiful cities reflected in the same water. I turn in my seat. On one side of Boston, the gold leaf State House dome is illuminated; on the other side, above Kenmore Square, is the famous neon CITGO sign. The panorama is magical, like being in a snow globe, except it’s summer.

I sit back and look up through the open sunroof as the stars slide by slowly.

What’s going to happen when we get to my apartment?

Will we sleep together? I want him to sleep with me.

I report to him. He can’t.

I look over at him, serene and purposeful, his hand leaving the steering wheel and finding mine, resting our clasped fingers on my thigh.

A promise, all right.

An invitation.

He damn well better kiss me again.

And more.

On the other hand, we work for Anterdec. There is plenty of precedent for inter-office romance. The entire world knows that Declan McCormick just married one of his direct reports. And I still want to know more about what’s going on with Andrew and Amanda.

Of course there’s no ‘Visitor’ parking space available on my street. Or on the cross street.

On the next street over, we round the corner just in time to watch a Volvo sliding back into an open spot.

So unfair. So frustrating. So Cambridge.

Please can we just fast-forward? Teleport, maybe?

Four blocks away, we finally see a spot at the far end of the street. We look at each other and smile. We pull up alongside the space.

It is the size of a Smartcar. There’s no way.

I smack the dashboard. Nick smiles.

I have an idea. “Just go to my parking spot and pull in behind my car,” I say. “No one can have a problem with that.”

Ten minutes later, we are inside my back door.

“Would you like coffee?” I ask, turning the lock.

His mouth is on mine.

I breathe him in, taste him, move my body along with his. My back is against the door. His hands are pulling my skirt up. His palm runs along my thigh, my hip, pulling me against him. I feel his hardness, and I reach for his belt buckle, frantic for more of him. The clasp opens.

My god, he’s gorgeous. I start to bend down and he stops me with a kiss.

“Not here. Not yet. You first,” he rasps.

Nick pulls me to my feet and kisses my mouth again. We stumble through my open door. He kicks the door closed and I’m on my back on the couch, my skirt riding up, his face between my legs. There is no pretense here. No quiet flirt, no mixed drink, no spiked coffee and coquettish glances. This is pure, raw energy in sexual form, and we’re drawn to each other’s hot skin like a magnet to iron.

“You’re just as beautiful here as everywhere else,” he says softly, and covers me with his warm mouth, his tongue circling slowly, then faster, fingers pulling my thong to the side, his hot breath nearly enough to send me over the edge, and oh, God, this feels divine. I push my hips forward, abandoning myself to the feeling, familiar and yet completely new, as I feel him smile against me, his attentions both masterful and uninhibited.

Now I know how to make him smile.

I am moaning now, in a language even I don’t understand. The sensation builds, and builds, my fingers tightening in his hair, until it crests and the intense shimmering heat spreads all through me.

And all I want is more of him.

“You’re delicious,” he tells me, continuing his gentle sucking as I shudder, half my mind blown away by the sudden intimacy and craving for ten thousand layers more of this man, the other half shattered into ten thousand pieces of confetti that whirl around like a cyclone of arousal.

“I want you,” I tell him, sitting up, legs weak and thighs wet as I strip out of my t-shirt and he pulls his polo shirt off, our hands frantic, breathing labored.

He steps out of his jeans and, bending down, picks me up in his arms.

“Where is your bed?” he asks.

I point and whisper, “In there.”

Then he’s laying me down and he’s over me, his strong arms on either side, pulling the rest of my clothes off until we’re both gloriously naked, the need to touch like a fever that won’t break.

I open myself to him, then wrap my legs around his waist. He pauses. I reach for my nightstand drawer and open it. He pulls out a condom and takes care of the niceties, then enters me slowly, his eyes locked on mine, and he gasps. I can barely hear his words, but I think I hear him say, “My Chloe.”

Our eyes meet.

“You,” he says as he begins to move, then dips his head down to suck one tight nipple into his mouth.

And then he starts to move. We move together, faster and more urgent, until his breathing changes to something more ragged. He makes his final thrust. With a kind of quiet roar, he explodes into me, and his hot pulsing pushes me into my own climax, matching his.

I am his.

*     *     *

I wake up slowly, but don’t open my eyes. There are strong arms around my waist and slow, steady, warm breath on my neck.

That is not Minky’s breath.

Oh my god oh my god, it’s Nick!

Lie perfectly still, Chloe, don’t wake him up. Try to breathe like a sleeping person. Sloooowly. I just want this moment to last, like forever, and if he wakes up he will grab his clothes and run out the door and I’ll be left here making one cup of coffee and trying to smell his scent on the bed pillows. Again.

Or—wait—that was Joe.

But dammit, I have to pee.

And brush my teeth. My mouth tastes like cat box. I can’t stand it.

But if I move, he’ll wake up and this moment will be over.

My leg is asleep. I can only feel vaguely uncomfortable pinpricks. I need to shift, but if I move…

Concentrate on how wonderful his skin smells. Concentrate on the feeling of being held. Relax and concentrate on his breathing.

I can’t. I really have to pee.

Maybe if I slowly inch my way out of bed, not moving the mattress at all, and silently slip to the bathroom, and gently close the door so the latch doesn’t click, and…

This is ridiculous.

I am an adult.

A slightly hungover adult.

Tequila.

Sigh.

I stand up. And almost fall down from my tingling leg.

Nick stirs, and stretches. He opens one eye and smiles sleepily.

“Hurry back,” is all he says.

Oh, I hurry. Yes I do. Dash to bathroom, pee, brush teeth, wipe off last night’s lipstick, brush hair, little spritz of perfume on all the places that count. All of them.

Takes me thirty seconds, tops.

Sliding back into warm, sex-smelling sheets and feeling your lover’s skin welcoming yours, with nowhere else to be and time to spare, is the greatest luxury known to a woman. This is exactly the experience that O tries to approximate for every client. And we can’t even come close to the real thing.

His breathing evens out as he slips back into sleep and I curl in his arms, relaxing in a way that is new. No man has spent the night in my bed in a very long time. Joe never did. His wife would wonder. Even when I suggested he pretend he was on a business trip, he always had an excuse.

The slimy ones always do, right?

It’s daylight, and I’m entirely sober now. I can really look at Nick, see the muscles in his shoulders and his ass, see where the hair on his chest begins and ends, see how he responds to every touch. His face is relaxed in sleep, light brown hair mixed with dark blond and a little silver, with that slight coloring at the temples that makes him look distinguished. His beard stubble has more grey than brown, and I want to lick his lips. He tasted so good last night.

He was so good last night.

I sigh, his arms tightening around me, and I find my mind sinking into a soft place I never go, a place where I just am. I’m not a design director, not a mother-to-be, not a mistress, not a daughter.

I get to be me.

And as I fall back asleep, I wonder if Nick feels what I feel, too.

*     *     *

Nick

I haven’t woken up with a woman’s ass curled against my front in a long, long time.

I’ve forgotten how good it feels.

Chloe is soft in slumber, her skin golden and relaxed, fine bones angular and artistic in the morning light. She’s breathing deeply, slowly, her body loose. I sit up just enough to look over her shoulder and see the sheet is my friend, her breasts peeking out, uncovered. She smells like her verbena perfume, the scent so strong that I wonder if she sprayed herself earlier, when she got up for a moment.

I slept over. In a woman’s bed. She’s beside me.

I’m beside myself.

A woman hasn’t slept all night with me since Simone.

Chloe shifts, as if she senses I’m watching her, and I brush my fingertips along the fine bones of her hip, resting my palm there with a territoriality that feels a little too caveman-like for my own comfort.

Can’t help it, though.

We’re spooning, which was comfortable a few seconds ago, but as I look at her closed eyes, the lashes resting gently on her creamy skin, the broad planes and high cheekbones of her face a work of art, I feel myself harden.

Last night was amazing.

How about we make the morning even better?

“Mmm,” she says, the sound a mix of slow awakening and an offer as she turns over, her body warm, her arm reaching for me, eyes still closed. “Nick?”

“Morning.”

She smiles, still not looking at me, and my palm squeezes her, the air freezing in my lungs. What’s she thinking?

I take the lead and lean in for a kiss. She wiggles closer, her legs entwining with mine, mouth cute and tentative until the kiss deepens. Within seconds it’s clear what we both want.

“Last night was amazing,” I say, putting words to what I’ve been thinking.

“I don’t usually do this,” she says with an open smile, those dark brown eyes alert yet sultry, aware but still relaxed.

“Do what?”

“Have a sleep over.”

“Me neither.”

“We’re breaking all our rules,” she says, her arms reaching up around my neck, her torso pressed against me, hips finding my erection, grinding just enough to make it more than clear what she wants next.

That’s how exceptions work, I think, but before I can say it, I’m over her, hands taking in the smooth fullness of her breasts, pert and small but more than enough, one nipple tasting like sweet musk and sunshine.

Blood pounds through me, sending energy to places long dormant, and all I want is to be in her again. The easy intimacy is so foreign. Pure.

Perfect.

And then her head disappears under the covers. No giggles, no hesitation, no awkwardness. Chloe knows what she wants and goes for it.

I’m dreaming, right?

The slick warmth that envelops me and makes my abs tighten isn’t part of any dream I’ve ever had before, though. Miles Davis plays in the background, a tune that morphs into a rhythm that becomes damn near feral.

“Chloe,” I choke out, overcome by the hot surprise of this morning gift. I look down to see the covers tenting her, her mouth working magic on me, one hand on my inner thigh, the other cupping my ass.

No woman has ever been so uninhibited in bed.

And then she does something with one hand and her tongue that makes me forget anything exists but her, this bed and—

RING!

I sit up sharply, pulling back, shocked by the sound of my phone’s ringtone.

“Nick?” Chloe’s muffled voice comes from under the covers, then her face peeks out like a turtle in a shell.

“Damn it. That’s my phone. Someone’s actually calling me.”

“Ignore it.” Her head disappears under the covers again and oh, God….

I sigh. “I can’t.” Regret infuses every syllable as I twist and reach for the phone. Where is it? I climb out of bed and search the floor for my pants. “My kids. You know…”

“Oh.” Her voice holds a tone of surprise. “Right. Of course.”

I don’t want to blow this. I don’t. And if this is some stupid work issue, I’ll kill the caller. But if something happened to Elodie or Amelie or Jean-Marc and I didn’t answer the phone…

I grab my phone and climb back in bed.

Elodie.

Chloe snuggles up as I answer.

“Hello?”

“DADDY! OH MY GOD, YOU’RE ALIVE!” Elodie screams, the sound so loud I flinch and pull the phone back from my ear, dropping it on my knee.

Chloe’s eyes pop open and she gives me a questioning look.

A deeply amused, questioning look.

“Of course I’m alive. Has someone told you otherwise?”

“I came home to do laundry and no one is here!”

I look at the time. Seven fourteen a.m. The one time that child is awake before noon. Damn. Long night. Early rise.

Chloe starts playing with the hair on my chest, then gently teases one nipple with the end of a perfectly-manicured fingernail.

I clear my throat with meaning.

Her eyes go impish.

Oh, no.

“Yeah, well….” I can’t really speak. I need to get off the damn phone. My erection deflates like a blow-up kid’s slide at closing time at a New England town carnival.

“Where are you? On business?”

“You could say that. What are you doing at the house so early?”

“Getting down to business,” Chloe mutters, reaching up to bite my earlobe.

Electricity shoots through me.

“Daddy! Amelie said she couldn’t find you, either! Remember I’m here early because we need to do all our laundry at once? I’m going on that trip to D.C. for one of my classes tomorrow night. Is something wrong? Have you been kidnapped? The security alarm says you haven’t been home since 5:42 p.m. yesterday.”

Damn safety system. Installed it to manage escaping kids when they were younger and now they’re using it to track me.

“I’m fine.”

“He’s fine,” Chloe says, just loud enough for Elodie to hear.

And I let her.

“DADDY! IS THAT A WOMAN?”

I wince. Honesty is the best approach.

“Yes.”

“Where are you? Having coffee with someone?”

“Mmm, coffee,” Chloe purrs. “Want some in bed?”

“ARE YOU IN BED WITH A WOMAN?” Elodie screeches.

I do what any red-blooded man with a naked woman in bed beside him and his barely-adult daughter screaming on the phone about his sex life would do.

I end the call and turn off my phone.

Before Chloe can get out the room, I grab her from behind and gently throw her on the bed, laughing with her.

“You enjoyed that, didn’t you?” I growl, half embarrassed, half amused.

“Do your grown daughters always track you down when you’ve slept with a woman?” Her tone is light, but I can see the mild horror in her eyes. If the roles were reversed, I’d hesitate, too.

I go serious, brushing a stray lock of hair from her forehead, taking my time to answer. Her body is trim and smooth beneath mine, our exposed skin hot and needy, my elbows supporting my weight as Chloe’s pensive look makes me feel everything.

And want more.

“This is the first time.”

“The first time you’ve slept with a woman?” she jokes. “I’m honored.”

“The first time I’ve slept over.”

“Ever?” Her eyes are intense, asking questions she can’t ask with words.

“Since their mother and I divorced, yes.”

Chloe blinks, just enough times for me to tell she’s processing the detail, trying to glean meaning. There’s plenty to find.

I kiss her, our mouths soft and urgent, and she opens her legs, wrapping them around me, her intent clear. I feel like I’m wearing new skin, trying it out for the first time, finding it’s a better fit than the old one.

And feeling every sensation with an acuity that is like being reborn.

Last night was the frenzied rush to taste and tease, to conquer new territory, to try a sample to see what we liked. This morning is slower, more sensual, like a wine tasting where the goal isn’t to get drunk.

It’s to swirl the glass, inhale deeply, find exactly which bouquet is most appealing.

And oh, the mouthfeel.

I’m not going to miss a single drop.

Sex with Chloe was hot and quick the first time, the frantic rush that comes from wanting to try each other out, from the anticipation that fires the blood and makes everything urgent.

This time, we’re more deliberate, and as I kiss my way down her torso, I find myself tasting her sweetness for breakfast, the small sounds of pleasure she makes helping to clear my mind, pushing my body to the limit. Chloe is a delight in bed, her body mine to explore, yet she surprises me now, pulling me up.

“I want you,” she gasps, hands wrapping around my ribs as I glide up her body, our kiss twinned with my entering her, her legs wrapping around me as if we planned this all long ago and are executing it in perfect synchrony.

Which is what happens minutes later when we come together, my face buried in her neck, her long legs impossibly twisted around my back, her warm and melting center encasing me, my breath unsteady and my body more at ease touching hers than I’ve felt in years.

“Nice,” she murmurs, “now I understand why they call you Focus Man at work.”

As I chuckle, she reaches up to cradle my jaw in both hands, giving me a smoldering kiss that tells me we’re not done yet.

Thank God.

The ringtone for the song It’s Raining Men jingles from the floor.

“I know that’s not my phone,” I mutter, my mouth now full of sweet nipple.

“Henry likes to change my ringtone,” she groans. “But no one actually dials my phone unless the spa’s on fire,” Chloe says, twisting out from under me, leaving me throbbing and slightly chilled as cold air replaces warm woman.

She picks up the phone. “Private number.”

“Telemarketer?” I say hopefully.

She shrugs and answers. “Hello? Yes, this is Chloe. Excuse me?” Her eyes look like she’s wearing coke-bottle glasses as Chloe turns to me, gloriously nude, one hip jutting out as her arm extends to me, phone in hand, holding it like it’s a live, poisonous snake.

“What are you doing?”

“It’s…your…daughter.” Chloe gently places the phone in my hand and steps back, turning away, snickering.

“What? My what?”

“DADDY!” Elodie screeches from Chloe’s phone. “You really are there with her!”

This is not happening.

Red rage pumps through me, replacing desire, a poor substitute for passion, but it will have to do for now.

“You did not call me on Chloe’s cell phone,” I grind out, trying not to explode with expletives the kids have only heard from my mouth when I banged something.

Other than a woman.

“I logged in to the family cell plan and found her number on your line, because I had to make sure you’re safe, Daddy!”

Chloe is now wheezing with laughter, hugging a pillow. Our eyes meet and she sobers up suddenly, her face slack with surprise.

“I’ll go make coffee,” she whispers, leaving the room, her ass the gift that keeps on giving.

“YOU!” I bellow into the phone.

“Daddy?” Elodie replies in a small, soft voice.

“I cannot believe you did this, Elodie Laurence Grafton! My private life is mine. MINE!” I can feel the bed shake as I shout, a cat jumping off a chair in the corner and shooting out of the room, my own voice gaining volume as my ire pours out of me.

“But—”

“I am speechless! My private life is off limits. Period. Do not ever do this to me again. Are we clear.” It’s not a question.

“If you were speechless, you wouldn’t be yelling at me,” she whispers.

“And I am yelling at you, so what does that tell you?”

“But Daddy, I thought you were—” She’s crying, her voice hitched.

Good.

She should cry.

“Don’t even try it. Once I hung up on you the first time, that was it. Done. End of discussion, and now I’m ending this discussion.”

Click.

I felt passion when I woke up.

Then rage, followed by boiling misery.

Trying on a suit of guilt for size now.

A suit that would fit the Incredible Hulk.

“That sounded intense,” Chloe says from the other room. “Coffee’s brewing. I’ll bring some back in on a tray.”

And embarrassment joins the soup of emotions.

I am naked in Chloe’s bedroom. My co-worker’s bed. My child just tracked me down via my bedmate’s cell phone to chew me out for not coming home last night.

I am pretty sure that’s a Dan Savage, Dear Abby and Maury Povich event rolled into one.

“Damn!” I shout into a pillow, pitching it across the room, knocking over a towel rack. It clatters to the floor with an anemic series of clicks.

Futile.

“I never liked that accessory anyhow. It falls over every time the cat sneezes,” Chloe says with an overly-bright smile, watching me like one would watch a staggering raccoon in the alley. I don’t blame her.

I’m feeling pretty damn rabid.

Flashing her a grateful, but tight, smile, I take the coffee from her extended hand, forcing myself to sip the scalding liquid just to buy some time.

Men’s Health magazine never has articles on how to handle this kind of mess.

My burnt tongue feels like a rebuke, insult added to injury, and I finally explode.

“This is what happens when you have kids! They rule your life and take all the oxygen in the room. You breathe for them when they’re little and when they’re older, they think they’re entitled to all the air.” I huff, trying to drain off the anger, wishing I could stop my tirade, unable to control it. “I’m so damn close. They’re all in college now and I can breathe again. Freedom tastes good.”

Freedom tastes like you, I nearly say.

And then our eyes meet.

Chloe looks stricken.

What the hell did I say that’s so wrong?

*     *     *

Chloe

Okay.

Okay.

There aren’t that many times in my life anymore when I just don’t know what I think.

But this is one of those times.

A kid falls into a gorilla habitat at the Cincinnati Zoo, and suddenly everyone in the country has an opinion on the parenting skills in that family. Sure, it looks bad, but what do I know? I’ve never been responsible for a bunch of active kids at a zoo. Am I entitled to judge?

So when Nick’s daughter calls looking for him, frantic with worry, and he yells at her, is that bad? He’s her only real parent, her only security, right?

But what he’s saying about kids ruling your life, and having no freedom—well, that’s maybe my biggest fear right now. The fear I can’t admit to anyone. I think and pray that the best part of my life will begin when the baby comes, but what if it’s too much? I’ve never had to be utterly responsible for another human being before.

A single parent.

What if I am overwhelmed?

Even Nick appears to be overwhelmed right now, and he’s been doing it—being a single parent—for more than fifteen years.

What if, someday when my child is at college, I am having the most romantic night of my entire life, and my cell phone starts ringing and ringing? Will I feel needed and loved, or will I feel harassed beyond enduring?

Moot point. I just had the most romantic night of my life. Nothing will ever top last night.

Except this morning, of course.

Usually the first time is a little bit awkward, right? Exciting, sure, and new, and fun (usually). But neither of you knows where to touch, or when, or how, or for how long. There’s no choreography.

That’s not how it felt with Nick.

It just felt right.

And that’s terrifying.

I need to talk to Jemma.

You see? I just don’t know what I think.

“Chloe. Come here,” Nick says. He puts down his coffee and opens his arms. “Looks like second runner-up for Father of the Year again. Third if Amelie gets to vote too. Damn.”

“Maybe you should call her back?” I offer tentatively.

“And what does she take away from that? That there are no boundaries? The house was not burning down, no one was hurt or missing or even upset. Once she reached me the first time, she knew I was fine. For her to call your phone was WAY out of line. She was playing a game.”

“You told me the girls are used to being first in your life. That story about dressing up in your date’s lingerie?”

“Yes, but they were ten. It’s not okay anymore. And if they start thinking they rank above you, we will have a big problem. Not unlike pack animals.” He smiles, his cheek against my hair. “Or toddlers.”

“In less than two years, I’ll have one of those,” I whisper.

“And then you will begin to understand.”

He sits on the bed, pulling me down with him. We settle into spoons and he pulls the sheet over us.

“Getting this baby feels like when you go on a trip to a country you’ve always wanted to visit, but you’ve never been there before.” I try to explain this. “It’s a completely different culture, and you don’t speak the language. So it’s exciting and fun, but when you get off the airplane, you don’t even know how to get to your hotel. And reading all the guidebooks really doesn’t help at all.”

He laughs. “Fair enough. But you only have to learn one neighborhood at a time.”

“But I’m moving there for twenty years!” I sit up, and turn to face him.

He laughs harder. “Just when I am moving back to my country of origin.”

And then he stops laughing.


Chapter Ten


Nick

“Wait a minute,” my brother, Charlie, chokes out in between deep, uncontrollable bouts of laughter. “You’re telling me your kid called your lover while you were in the middle of hot sex?”

“We’d just finished having hot sex,” I correct him, draining my Sea Belt Scotch Ale. The soundtrack to Brother, Where Art Thou? strums away in the background. Charlie and I are eating pizza out of the box. Feels like twenty years ago. His half has banana peppers, anchovies, and pineapple on it.

My half is trying desperately to escape his half, the pepperoni offended by his taste buds.

I haven’t told Charlie exactly who my lover is. I also hate the word lover. Lover is what Simone called Rolf.

I preferred the term schweinhund. Google it.

Charlie shakes his head. “Elodie. Remember when she was four and she insisted on dressing like Coco Chanel and refused to speak English at school that day?”

“How could I forget? My kid was almost expelled from Montessori for perpetuating cultural stereotypes.”

As Charlie picks up his final piece of pizza, an anchovy breaks in half and lands on the cardboard.

“Hey!”

“What?” he says, his dismissive look one I’ve seen since he was little. Charlie looks like our mother, with dark brown hair and pale brown eyes the color of cafe au lait. No one ever thinks we’re brothers. Aside from the same body type, we’re nothing alike.

“Your piece of salty fish nearly ruined my dinner.”

“Maybe removing the stick up your ass will improve your appetite. The sex was that bad?”

“Shut up,” I growl. I’m not talking about sex with Chloe. After one of her many margaritas, Chloe whispered the fact that Charlie had been her first. Knowing we’ve both slept with her is bad enough. Having to tell Charlie is worse. If I can hold off a little longer, maybe it’ll be easier.

“Is that why Elodie’s not here? She’s staying scarce?”

“So far, yeah. Amelie brought an extra bag of laundry with her yesterday, though.”

“Those two are each other’s best friends and worst enemies. Frenemies. They fight over who gets the washing machine, but give them a common enemy and they’re tight.”

I shoot Charlie a look. “And we’re any different?”

His grin is filled with pizza.

“Jesus, Charlie. Swallow before you smile.”

“That’s what I always say, too.” He leers.

I groan. “For that, I pick the movie.”

“Not another foreign film,” he groans, then perks up. “Unless it’s French. Love the French films.”

“That’s because they all have threesomes in them. At least, the ones you watch.”

“YouPorn has an excellent selection of high-quality foreign films.” He pops open another beer and shrugs.

“Please tell me your laptop has a screen protector on it.”

He nods. “Keyboard, too. You really have to, with the USB attachments they make now.” His eyes go blank, and he begins to talk in a businesslike, clipped tone. “If you don’t, the keyboard gets sticky, and no one wants to go to the Apple Genius Bar with the equivalent of an artificial insemination sample.”

“Charlie!”

“I’m not kidding. You know that company that makes the surfing equipment we sell? They’ve been bought out by the same mega-corporation that’s making dildo drones.”

“Did you say dildo drones?” I look at my beer with suspicion. Two empties are next to me, so unless he spiked this with a hallucinogen, I’m not the crazy one here.

“Sure. It’s like Google Glass, or Virtual Reality. Next great invention.”

“No, the next great invention would be a vaccine that cures the Zika virus. Or cold fusion. Dildo drones rank somewhere above dog bongs and below remote-controlled zippers.”

“Already exist.”

“Remote-controlled zippers?”

“Dog bongs.”

“Someone invented a marijuana bong for canines?”

“Sure. Even doggies need to chill once in a while. Plus, the endocannabinoid system can be very powerful when it comes to inflammatory diseases, and in veterinary medicine—”

“Dog bongs, Charlie. Can dogs even inhale?” My brother’s a Yale Law dropout who couldn’t manage past his first year, but he clearly just picked the wrong grad school program. Biochemistry would have been a better fit. Only Charlie could struggle to maintain a permanent address and a steady job, but know the inner workings of the canine neurotransmitter system.

Then again, he might have become Walter White. Don’t let the man anywhere near an RV.

“I guess so. No one would have invented the dog bongs if they couldn’t.”

“Charlie, who do you think would create such a device?”

Silence.

“Stoners. People who are baked out of their minds. People who go through the Taco Bell drive-thru and buy a ten-pack of soft tacos and who think God talks to them through the microphone while their fingers turn into antennae.”

He shoots me a dirty look.

“Those same people are the ones who look at their mother’s bichon frise in the basement apartment where they live and think, ‘Poor Peanut needs a bong.’” I’m pretty sure they invented most of the television shows my kids watched as toddlers. Whoever came up with The Big Comfy Couch and the French show Téléchat must have been huffing on some very human bongs.

“I happen to be friends with the guy who is waiting for his patent for dog bongs to clear.” Charlie runs a hand through his hair and starts peeling the beer label on his bottle. “And it was a yorkie poo named Fluffy,” he says under his breath.

“I work eighty hour weeks as a corporate drone in the Financial District and there are guys making money getting the family pet high.”

“It’s a growing field.”

“So is Alzheimer’s research.”

“Got to follow your bliss,” Charlie says softly. “When did you turn into a grumpy old man? All you need to do is start wearing socks with sandals, get some Sansabelt slacks, start using Viagra and yell at kids on your lawn. You’re becoming Grandpa Louie.”

“I don’t have a lawn. I live in a townhouse.” I give him the hairy eyeball. “And I don’t need Viagra.”

“We live in a townhouse.”

“You’re only here for a visit.”

“And don’t knock Viagra. It’s great as a recreational drug.”

“I do not want to hear about your twelve-hour erection.”

“That’s not what she said.”

“That’s it. We’re watching The Revenant.”

“What? No, Nick, c’mon. Don’t make me watch Leo DiCaprio having sex with a bear.”

I do a double take. “There’s no bestiality in the movie.”

“I heard it sucked.”

“No. What sucks is listening to you right now.” Dog bongs. What’s next? Edibles for hermit crabs?

The front door slowly opens, the sound making us both tense by instinct. We share a look of primal danger. Then I realize Charlie’s more worried about his beer as he scrambles to catch it.

“You expecting anyone?” Charlie whispers.

“No.”

“Daddy?” It’s Elodie, looking shame-faced, the crease between her eyes making her resemble Simone. It’s been a week since she called Chloe’s phone. I haven’t seen her since. Not a single text other than I’m sorry.

This has been the longest I’ve ever gone without contact. Even when the kids were in France for their annual visits with their mother, we had daily phone calls and texts.

“Hi, honey,” I say, studying her. Whatever she feels she needs to say, I don’t plan to make it easy. Not hard, either. But this is a life lesson, and I don’t have many more to impart to my kids.

“Uncle Charlie!” she chirps as she spots him, running into his arms with a sweet abandon so different from her cultivated worry. I see her face over Charlie’s shoulder as he bear hugs her, lifting her off the ground, her pony tail stuck under his arm as he laughs.

“I can’t believe you cockblocked your dad, Coco,” he says as she’s midair.

Elodie scrambles out of his arms and gives him a look designed to make her uncle spontaneously combust.

“Technically,” I correct him again, “she didn’t—”

“Non!” Elodie shrieks, fingers in her ears. “I do not want to know more! Merde! This is bad enough. It’s been so bad I called Maman for advice!”

When my kids mix French with their English, I know they’re upset.

When Elodie tells me she called my ex-wife to talk about my sex life, I know I’m upset.

“You what?”

“I didn’t tell her why you hate me, Daddy!” Elodie says with great drama, including wide, sweeping hand gestures that remind me of Joan Crawford’s overacting.

Charlie gives me a look that says, This is your kid.

Yeah. It is.

And Chloe wants one of these?

“Please tell Chloe I am so sorry,” Elodie begs.

Charlie eyes freeze on me.

“Chloe? Your lover’s name is Chloe?”

“Ewww, Uncle Charlie! Don’t call Chloe Daddy’s lover. She’s just a one-night stand.” She gives me a hopeful look. “Right? Because if you’re seriously dating her I am going to curl into a tiny ball of horror and just die right here on the couch, because it would be soooooo embarrassing to ever have to face her.”

“Chloe what?” Charlie asks, his eyes slanting with a slow, taunting grin.

“Just Chloe,” I answer.

“What’s her last name, Nick? You know I dated a Chloe in high school. There aren’t that many in Boston.” His smile broadens and my fingers curl into my palms. Can’t hit my own brother.

Not okay.

“She was fine. Better than fine. A little wild and crazy, and she had this thing she did with her tongue that—”

“STOP!”

Being six years older than Charlie has its perks, chief among them that my angry voice has been programmed in him since birth.

“It’s the same Chloe.”

Elodie’s eyes widen. She looks just enough like Zooey Deschanel that I do a double take.

“Wow. You look just like Katy Perry when you stare at your dad with that look of extreme shock,” Charlie tells Elodie. He gives her a weird grin before looking at me. “Chloe Browne?”

“Right.”

“You’re sleeping with my ex.”

“I’m sleeping with an extraordinary thirty-five-year-old professional woman who likes my company as well.”

We stare at each other.

“This isn’t awkward at all,” Elodie says.

In French.

“C’mon. Not fair. I regret picking Spanish in high school,” Charlie whines. “If I’d have known you’d marry a Parisian, I’d have chosen French.”

“If I’d have known how wonderful Chloe was, I’d have dated her in high school before you could.”

“She was fifteen. You were twenty-one and about to have the twins. That’s kind of sick, Nick.”

“Daddy!” Elodie gasps.

I fold my arms across my shoulders, puffing out my chest. “You know what I mean.”

Charlie digests this information by drinking an entire beer in one long ribbon of swallows, then holding up a finger.

Elodie starts clapping in anticipation.

And Charlie burps like a dog with indigestion.

And not a dog who has access to a bong.

“I can see how that was funny when you were little, El, but come on. Charlie was a teenager then. Now he’s just a thirty-something man with a Peter Pan complex.”

Charlie grins. “Thank you.”

“That wasn’t a compliment.”

“Depends on your point of view,” he says with a nonchalant shrug that triggers unexpected fury in me. Must be nice to slack your way through life.

I’m about to say as much when I’m interrupted.

“I’msorryDaddyIshouldneverhavecalledChloe’sphoneandcaughtyouhavingsexandthatwaswrongpleasedon’thateme,” Elodie says in one long, unfurling ribbon of panicky blabber.

Charlie’s eyes narrow. He ignores the firehose of contrition pouring our of his niece. “You and Chloe. No way. She’s way too carefree for you.”

“I don’t hate you,” I say to Elodie.

The relief on her face is palpable.

“And what the hell do you mean by that?” I ask Charlie, going into full-on older brother domineering mode.

“Daddy, I think he means you—”

Charlie holds up a palm, aimed at her. “I can speak for myself. What I mean is…” He falters, frowning. “I mean that the Chloe I slept with—”

“Ew!” Elodie squeals. “You shared Chloe?”

We’ve gone from dangerous territory right into full-blown toxic soup. The is the Chernobyl of family conversations.

“Not at the same time,” Charlie helpfully clarifies. “Twenty years apart.”

“I don’t understand,” Elodie gasps. “What does he mean, Daddy?”

“I need an interpreter too, honey.”

Charlie takes a deep, irritated breath. “Chloe needs a guy who’s passionate and impulsive. Romantic and wild. She needs a guy who—”

“—who likes to use a strap-on,” Elodie elaborates.

I drop my empty beer bottle. It crashes to the floor, cracking unevenly, pieces skittering along the kitchen floor like they’re desperately trying to escape.

Charlie’s face twists with horror. “Elodie! How do you know what a—what that—what?”

“STOP!” I shout, closing my eyes. “WE ARE NOT DOING THIS AGAIN.”

“Again?’ Charlie’s voice shoots up an octave. “You’ve had previous conversations with your daughter about strap—” He can’t look at her. “About—that? Those?”

“No.”

“Then I am very confused.”

“Now you know what it’s like to have a conversation with you, Charlie.”

“Hey, man. I talk about dog bongs. Not—”

Elodie bends at the same time I drop down, both of us carefully picking up the larger pieces of green glass among the broken bits.

“Dog bongs? That’s a thing?” Elodie asks.

I groan. “Please stop. Stop now. For the sake of the remaining brain cells I have left that aren’t waving a white flag of surrender, let’s reboot this entire conversation.”

“L’ex de Chloé vend le strap-on qu’elle lui avait mis, Papa,” Elodie blurts out.

My hand jerks so badly I cut myself, the red bloom along the line of my palm filling in the pale skin. “She what?” I say in English, followed by a string of profanity in French.

My daughter did not just say, Chloe’s ex-lover is selling the strap-on she used on him, Daddy.

“That’s why I came to see you.”

Charlie appears with the broom and dust pan. Elodie waves my hands away, urging me to go to the sink. The two continue cleaning. I run my wound under cold water and close my eyes, wincing.

“It hurts that bad?” Elodie asks.

“This conversation does, yes.”

“I meant your hand.”

“The hand is a welcome distraction from talking about Chloe, strap-ons, dog bongs, and my sex life.” Never thought I’d utter the words dog bongs and my sex life in the same sentence.

Charlie eyes us with suspicion. “What did you say in French? I heard strap-on again.” He looks away.

Neither Elodie nor I answer, instead focusing on cleaning the mess. The cut’s so superficial it stops bleeding almost instantly, leaving a sting from the beer. I rummage through the kitchen junk drawer and find a Band-aid, absentmindedly applying it.

A Disney Princess looks back at me. Jasmine. She was always my favorite. It’s the hair.

How long has it been since I’ve cleaned the junk drawer?

Elodie makes a great show of taking out her phone, tapping on the screen, and showing us an auction.

“eBay? What does eBay have to do with Chloe?” I ask.

“It’s not eBay, Daddy. It’s an auction site where you sell all the things your ex gave you that remind you of them.”

Can you sell your children on this site?

“Like eBay for relationship revenge?” Charlie asks, perking up. “Smart concept. I’ll bet they got great venture capital funding.” Charlie has worked for nine different start-ups since dropping out of Yale.

All nine have failed.

“Right. Most of the sales are for engagement rings, wedding dresses, books and mementos. That kind of stuff. Sometimes it’s furniture or books. But, um, this one came up and it’s going viral.”

She turned the glass screen toward me. I squint.

A strap-on.

“How did you find this?”

“Buzzfeed and TMZ are covering it.”

Oh, hell.

“It’s getting that much coverage already?”

“Is that her, Daddy? I came as soon as I saw it. I know you’re not serious with her or anything, but I thought you should know. She should know. It’s so embarrassing and—”

I hold up one finger, buying time.

Chloe’s batshit-crazy drunk ex-boyfriend has gone on this website for people who want to sell their gifts from exes and has started one hell of a smear campaign.

The ad for the strap-on reads:

Khloe Brown was the love of my life.

She dumped me for no reason. Three years down the drain.

We had a love that was so rare. So accepting. So nonconformist. We created our own world and lived in it, inhabiting a space no one else ever had the right to enter.

And now she’s gone, screwing a coworker who looks like every corn-fed Midwestern basketball player lead actor combined with the intellectual curiosity of George W. Bush.

I start choking. Is he talking about me? Stretching up to full height, I look down. No belly. Flat abs. My arms are long, and I can still do a slam dunk on the court. Knees hurt like a sonofabitch the next day, but I can do it.

I ignore the GWB comment.

“Daddy? Why are you, uh…examining yourself?”

I quickly return to the description on the phone. There are worse insults than being called “corn-fed Midwestern basketball player lead actor.”

I went to see her at work. Sent her eight dozen roses. Pleaded with her, and her new fuckbuddy got me in a headlock and beat me until I bled.

“What?” I shout. If that were true, I’d be charged with assault. Idiot.

“Keep reading, Daddy.” Elodie shakes her head and offers me another beer. “Keep reading.”

Nothing bled as much as my heart, though. I shared a love with Khloe and a sensuality that is without parallel. Do you see that dildo in the picture? It represents her.

Beer really hurts when you inhale it.

Charlie has his own phone in hand. He picks up where I leave off as I hack up a lung and some intellectual curiosity.

“She was a stunning Amazon warrior princess in bed, riding me like the stallion that I am. For dumping me the way she did, refusing my calls and texts and visits—”

“VISITS!” I say with a gag. “Visits! The asshole’s been stalking her.”

“—for throwing away my love and support, all the nights we spent together, all the years I devoted to her, I sell this lot of items she gave me with one purpose in mind: that the money should go to a group with purpose and honor. I will donate all proceeds and match the amount.”

“Who’s he donating the money to?” I ask, not wanting to know.

“A men’s rights organization led by a pick-up artist,” Elodie says with obvious acrimony.

“Of course.”

“And!” Charlie continues, trying to read as he laughs. “Should my heartfelt words touch the cold iceberg of my beloved’s heart, I will withdraw this auction in full so we can live out the destiny that we were meant to have.”

“Pegging is a destiny?” Elodie mutters.

I do not want to know how she knows that term.

“What else is for sale?” I ask, cringing.

“A Coldplay t-shirt,” Charlie says.

“He’s a monster!” Elodie shrieks, as if that’s somehow more offensive than the strap-on.

“What’s wrong with Coldplay?” I ask, genuinely confused. “I like their music.”

Charlie and Elodie exchange a look of camaraderie in their shared disgust.

“That’s what’s wrong with Coldplay,” she mutters, adding a shiver.

“And a bunch of very nice cashmere sweaters, size M,” Charlie continues. “An original vinyl print from a Dave Brubaker album he says was a gift from her.”

She has good taste.

“And a Rush album.”

Maybe not.

“A very nice Rolex and some Montblanc fountain pens.”

“Chloe must be horrified,” I say, slumping into a barstool at the kitchen counter. I feel my pulse in my hand where I cut it. “You said it’s all over social media now?” I ask Elodie, who nods.

“Wait!” Charlie shouts. “The last sentence says: May someone else put this strap-on to good use, so you can get screwed just like Khloe screwed me over.”

I read over the same words. “Bastard was with her for three years and still doesn’t know how to spell her name right? Khloe with a K is a Kardashian,” I grumble.

“The auction is riddled with typos,” Charlie explains with a shrug.

“Guy must have been drunk,” I muse. Poor Chloe. The strap-on issue is intriguing. I cringe.

“Daddy, how can you like Coldplay and know who the Kardashians are? You’re a pop culture contradiction.”

“I’m young enough to pay attention but old enough not to care, honey.”

“What’s the name of the guy? The asshole ex?” Charlie asks, eyes gleaming.

“Joe.”

“Joe what? You know his last name?”

“Joe Blow.”

Even Charlie rolls his eyes.

“Why?” My voice goes low. Charlie is scheming. This can lead to no good.

“Because I have an idea.”

“All of your ideas suck, Charlie.”

“Only the ones involving other people’s money.”

Fair enough. “I can call Anterdec and find out from security.”

“You’re going to rescue Chloe again, aren’t you, Daddy?” Elodie is breathless with the excitement of a young woman who sees potential in every situation but has not yet experienced the full consequences that potential can bring.

“Again?” Charlie’s eyebrow goes up.

“Daddy tackled him in the hallway at work when Joe came after Chloe! He was like a Navy SEAL!”

“A Navy SEAL, huh?” Charlie can’t help but laugh. “They teach you that at RISD?”

“Yes. I took a course on ‘Evasive Maneuvers When Choosing Fabrics for Branding.’ It was useful when I finally got to business school at Harvard.”

“What’s your idea?”

“Find the guy. Contact his wife. Blow the lid on the affair.”

“How’d you know it was an affair?”

Charlie shrugs. “No guy that desperate isn’t married.”

Good point. “And then what? I don’t want this to come back and bite Chloe.”

Charlie taps on his screen and grins. “I don’t think you have to worry. I just Googled Khloe Brown, the way he spelled it—look.”

The top news story shouted in all caps:

PORN STAR KHLOE BROWN PEGGED AS ONLINE AUCTION MYSTERY WOMAN

“Chloe spells her first name with a C and there’s an E at the end of Browne,” I say slowly.

“He misspelled it. On purpose?” Charlie asks.

“Definitely drunk.”

“Gotcha. Good thing. Looks like Perkie Workie’s getting a nice PR boost.”

“Perkie—what?”

“That’s Khloe Brown’s character. You know…in her series.”

“Series?”

“Her porn series. She’s this milkmaid who—”

“Got it. Done. No need to elaborate.”

“I only know this because at my last job, our developer team had just worked on an integrated USB device system for the production company for her series, and—”

I ignore him, reaching for my laptop bag, logging in.

“What are you doing?”

“I have an idea.” I find the site, Never Liked It Anyway, and search for the strap-on.

“Whoa. Five hundred eighteen bucks for this thing. Eleven hundred for the entire lot,” I say, rubbing my hand on my chin, my stubble irritating the cut on my palm.

“Deadpool made pegging cool,” Elodie elaborates. “Prices are higher for—”

“Would you stop saying that?” I grouse.

“What? Deadpool?”

“No.”

She smirks at Charlie, who stifles a laugh.

I put in a bid.

“You’re going to buy Chloe’s strap-on?” Charlie asks, agog.

That’s right. I can be carefree. Just watch me.

Carefree with my Visa, that is.

“Just curious how this works,” I say with a meaningful throat clearing.

“You’re hardcore, Daddy.”

“I don’t think this is a particularly strong example of anything, my dear.”

“You’re saving Chloe.”

I don’t know what I’m doing, frankly, but I won’t admit that to my kid. I just know that shutting down Joe’s antics is priority number one. The longer this stays online, the sooner it’ll get back to Chloe, and possibly hurt her personally or professionally.

Five minutes after a call with Anterdec security, I have Joe’s last name.

And Charlie gets to work.


Chapter Eleven


Chloe

Your average Sunday. Read the papers, drink coffee, do laundry, look at Facebook. Wish Nick would call. Go for walk, take shower, wish Nick would call. Scoop catbox, wish Nick would…

You get the idea.

At six p.m., I decide on an early dinner for one. I am putting the chicken breast in the baking dish, closely supervised by Minky, when the back door bursts open and there’s Henry, with Jemma just behind him.

“Hey!” I greet them. “There’s only one chicken breast but we can make chicken chili. I have tomatoes and…”

“Chloe, what the hell? Why aren’t you answering your phone?” Henry interrupts.

“It hasn’t rung..?”

Now that I think of it, it hasn’t rung all day. Which is odd.

“The social worker called,” Jemma says urgently. “Yvonne called us because she couldn’t reach you, and we’re your emergency contacts. Li had the baby. A baby girl, just like in the ultrasound.”

There is silence. I just look at them.

“Chloe, honey?” Jem puts her hand on my arm. “There’s more. She had the baby, and then she disappeared. She checked herself out of the hospital. No one knows where she is.”

I’m still staring. This is not in the birth plan.

“No one knows..? Where.. but where..?” I stammer.

“The baby is at the hospital. Li signed all the papers with Yvonne before she left. The baby is yours, but the hospital social worker and Yvonne have been calling all day and you didn’t answer. Why haven’t you answered?”

“It didn’t ring!”

“Well, we’ve got to call them right now. And get over there. We’ll drive you.” Henry hands me my jacket. Jemma’s turning off the oven and putting the chicken back in the refrigerator.

I grab my bag and shuffle through it, looking for my cell. The phone case is bright orange, chosen for this exact reason: so I can find it in a bag full of other things, which are all bigger than the phone.

Here it is. I press the button.

Twice.

Dead.

“Never mind,” Henry says, “You can use ours. Let’s go.”

They’ve parked behind me in my spot.

“No,” I finally find my voice. “We have to take mine, it has the baby seat in it.”

“We’ll take both,” Henry says. “You come with me. Jemma can drive yours.”

At this point, for the first time in my life, I will do exactly as I am told. I hand Jem my keys and get in their car.

To get my daughter.

*     *     *

Have you ever seen race-walkers? It’s that sport where the athletes look like they’re just walking, but they’re actually moving at five times normal speed? That’s what we look like headed down the hospital hallway toward the maternity ward.

Unsurprisingly, Henry gets there first.

“We just had a baby,” he says urgently to the woman seated behind the reception desk. “We need to find her right away.”

The woman gives her co-worker the side-eye, the kind that says, I may need you to call security very soon. She arranges her face into an expression of calm concern.

“Can you give me a little more information?” she asks. “Are you the father? Can you tell me your name?”

“Henry Holliday. This is my wife. And this—” he pulls me forward “—is the mother.”

She looks at me nervously. “And you just gave birth, dear?”

“Yes! No!” That should clear things up. “My baby is here. I’m Chloe Browne, you called me, my phone was dead, I don’t know how that happened, I’m so sorry, but here I am! Where is she?”

Before the receptionist can answer, an office door behind her swings open and a tiny, curly-haired woman with an ID badge around her neck comes rushing out.

“Ms. Browne? I’m Kate Moss. We’ve been waiting for you.”

Conversation stops as we all stare at her. She sighs.

“Not that Kate Moss. I’m the social worker on duty. Yvonne will come back tomorrow to go over specifics. I need you to fill out some forms, and then we can go to the nursery. This is a bit of an unusual situation.”

A bit.

“Go ahead. We’ll wait right here.” Jemma gives me a quick hug.

In Kate’s office, I sink into a chair. She picks up a folder from her desk and hands me a pen.

“What about Li?” I ask her. “The birth mother. Do you know where she is?”

“I’m sorry,” Kate answers. “I know you have a personal relationship with her, but I can’t tell you anything. You could try calling the Boston police.”

Police? Why would I need to call the police? What the hell happened to Li?

“Is she alive?” I ask, hearing the hysteria in my voice, knowing I need to tone it down. They won’t hand a precious newborn off to a woman who’s falling apart in front of them.

The social worker frowns, then sighs. “All I can say is that we’re pretty sure she is.”

“Pretty sure? She wasn’t the victim of—has Li been—oh, God, she’s almost a child herself!”

“Ms. Browne,” Kate the social worker says, her eyes going kind. “The police are working on the case with the birth mother. Let’s help you focus on the baby.”

There is too much happening right now to process. I just need my baby. I need to take her home. Then I can think about everything else.

I sign the papers, I fill in the information, I produce my identifying documents. Kate makes copies.

And then.

Then we go to the nursery.

It’s climate-controlled in here. There are rows of plastic bins, each with a tiny occupant sporting a knitted cap with a pink or blue ribbon, each swaddled in a pastel-striped cotton blanket. A few are protesting, as best they know how, but it doesn’t sound very serious. White-painted rocking chairs are positioned here and there, and seated in one of them is a new mom in a bathrobe and slippers, intently nursing her newborn.

Nurses move silently between the bins, going about their routines. Kate talks to one of them briefly, showing her paperwork and nodding toward me with a smile. She catches my eye and points to one of the rocking chairs.

I sit, and a moment later the nurse appears at my side. She is holding a small bundle with a pink hat, and she leans down and places it in my arms. It’s surprisingly light.

Here she is, at last.

Oh, hello.

I’m almost afraid to look at her. Can this be happening? Can she really be mine? This was supposed to happen in the future. Months from now.

Her baby skin. Her tightly closed eyes, her impossibly small pink lips. With a shaking hand, I slide her cap off, uncovering a head of silky black hair. I didn’t know they came with long hair? I stroke it with one fingertip. Someday I will braid this little girl’s hair, tie a bow in it, pin it up with flowers for her prom. Someday in our future.

Forever starts right now.

I want to see all of her, her hands and fingers and knees and toes, but she’s wrapped so tightly, a little baby package. Tentatively, I pull on the edge of the blanket, and it loosens enough for me to find one of her perfect, miniature hands. She’s only hours old. This brand-new hand has never been held before. I’ll never let it go.

She breathes in and out, all by herself. Miraculous.

Mine. She is mine.

“I’m yours,” I whisper.

I’m her mother. She’s my daughter. Every yearning, every fear, every fight, everything that led to this moment, all worth it.

I don’t know how to change her diaper.

Panic bubbles up in my chest. What does she eat? When does she eat it? What if I have to take a shower—who will watch her? I can’t just leave her alone in her crib! What if she has to have a bath—how is that supposed to happen? Can I hire someone? Oh dear god, I am unqualified for this assignment!

I used to have a recurring nightmare in which I was standing in a board room, about to give an important presentation, and couldn’t think of a thing to say. Everyone was staring at me, waiting. I was exposed as knowing nothing about my job. This feels horribly similar.

Only worse. In the dream, no one’s life depended on me.

The nurse—her ID tag says Keisha—touches my shoulder. “Everything all right?” she asks quietly, wide brown eyes peering at me with an expression that says she’s figured out I have no idea what I’m doing..

“I don’t—I can’t—I don’t…” My eyes fill up with tears. “She’s so early! Li wasn’t due for eight weeks!”

Keisha looks at the baby’s chart, then gives me a sad smile. “I see the due date is far in the future, but the doctors assured us she’s full term. Sometimes due dates are wrong, especially when prenatal care is—” She pauses, clearly searching for a tactful way to say what she needs to say.

“Uncertain.”

Her face floods with relief. I’ve rescued her. “Yes.”

“But she’s healthy? The baby?”

“Great APGAR scores. 10/10,” Keisha says proudly, like my daughter nailed the SATs.

“Thank God.” I’m staring at this baby with eyes that don’t know the world. Everything is new. Everything is shiny and heavy with responsibility and gravitas. She’s seven pounds but as heavy as the universe.

“No sign of drug withdrawal either. We’ll have blood work results soon.”

I tense. Oh, Li. Oh, baby. “The, um, birth mother said she didn’t do drugs.”

Keisha nods slowly. “That’s good.” I can tell she wants to say more, but is measuring her words.

“I’ll show you how to change her and feed her, and we have booklets on other basic skills,” she says. “Don’t worry, you’ll figure it out. Just remind yourself that every parent has to figure it out the first time. Did you bring an outfit for her to wear home?”

“Oh, yes.” I reach into my bag and pull out a doll-size suit with embroidered ducks. And a matching hat with yellow fluff on top. My mother sent them from Italy last week. The child doesn’t yet have a crib, doesn’t even own a teddy bear, but by god, she can make a chic appearance on the streets of Rome. That’s my mother for you.

“Bring her over here and you can change her,” Keisha says.

“Bring her…? Me?”

She laughs. “Yes, you, Mom. Stand up. You won’t drop her.”

Mom.

I scoot forward in the chair and successfully rise to my feet, both arms securely around my bundle. Not too hard. Then I look down at my bag on the floor. My eyes fill up again.

Keisha takes pity on me and picks up the bag. She leads the way back to our bin.

“Okay. I’m going to show you how to change her diaper, then you can dress her.” She pulls the blanket open and unsnaps the hospital undershirt. I watch her every move as if it were surgery. I see how she supports the baby’s head and guides her little arms. Then she opens the tabs on the ridiculously small diaper.

I look down and gasp.

“Oh my god, what is that? What’s wrong? It’s horrible! Will she live?”

For a moment, Keisha is nonplussed. Then she starts to laugh. “That’s the umbilical cord stump, honey. Everyone’s born with one. It will fall off in a week or so.”

“Fall off? Are you sure that’s normal?”

Keisha tries hard not to roll her eyes, and she almost succeeds. She finishes the diaper demonstration. “I’ll get you a full set of booklets,” she says. “And some handouts. And an emergency-number sheet. Now you get her dressed.” She walks away. I almost call her back.

My daughter’s eyes are still closed. I am becoming suspicious. Is she really sleeping, or is she afraid to look?

I regard the yellow and white suit in my hand. Two arms, two legs, and a long zipper. This simple garment suddenly seems extremely complicated.

Come on, Chloe. You can figure this out. Think of it as a very, very small slipcover.

I take a deep breath. Then another.

I unzip the suit, spread it open, and carefully edge the baby onto it. Her eyes are still closed. So far, so good.

Fifteen minutes later, I have coaxed all four tiny limbs into the correct openings. She is properly dressed and looks, if I may say so, adorable. Maybe I’ll be okay after all. A drop of sweat rolls down my nose. I look around proudly for Keisha.

At that moment, I hear a sound like the tiniest cough and look down. Without ever opening her eyes, my baby scrunches up her face and begins to squall. It must be my fault, but what did I do?

“Keisha! Keisha!”

She’s right there at my elbow. “Everyone okay here?”

“No, it’s not okay! She’s crying! Something is wrong! What’s wrong?”

“Babies cry,” she says imperturbably. “Get used to it. It’s time for her feeding. I’ll show you how we do that and you can feed her. Then we just have to wait for the discharge nurse to come through and you can take her home.”

Home? By myself? I mean, I knew this was the plan, but everything’s happening so quickly.

“Tonight?”

“Of course.” She looks at me questioningly, and I realize it’s time to pull it together.

“Right. Just checking.” I focus my attention on what she’s doing with the baby formula. I am intelligent and competent. A take-charge kind of person. Calm under pressure. Resourceful. I am a mother. I hold back my tears.

Back in the rocker, I touch the bottle’s nipple to my baby’s bottom lip, as instructed. She opens her mouth. I make a mental note to research—what’s it called?—‘gifted and talented.’ The child is clearly advanced for her age. I hold this miracle baby close, watch her drink the bottle that I am holding.

She needs me. I need her.

And that’s when it happens. I fall in love.

*     *     *

Nick

“No text?”

I wake up and shuffle into the kitchen to find Charlie in front of the fridge wearing only underwear, the quart of milk nearly vertical and upside down as he drinks straight from the container, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows. He looks like a Got Milk? ad.

“No text.” I confirm.

Charlie finishes the milk, crumples the carton, and makes a three-point toss straight into the trash can, without touching the rim.

“I’m sure she’s fine. Just busy.”

“Guess I’ll drink my coffee black,” I mutter.

“We have another carton.”

“We do?”

“I bought some yesterday.”

I come to an abrupt halt, hand in midair with a spoon of coffee grounds in it. “You did? You mean you anticipated a future need and prepared for it?”

“Yes.”

“Charlie! I’m impressed! Your frontal lobe is finally developing.”

“You’re welcome.”

A few minutes later, as I pour milk into my coffee, I realize no one other than me has bought milk for the household in nearly twenty years. Even when Simone lived here, she hated American supermarkets, preferring to pay for delivery or going out to eat. Parisian women don’t cook, they order in, she always insisted.

“I wonder what Chloe’s going to be like as a mother.” Charlie’s statement takes all the breath out of me.

“Can we wait until after I’ve had my coffee before we put emotional bamboo under my fingernails?”

“She couldn’t even keep a plant alive when we were dating,” he adds. “I tried growing a pot plant from some seeds I found in your top dresser drawer when you were away at college, and—”

That wakes me up.

“You what?”

“I knew Mom would become suspicious if she saw me growing something, so I asked Chloe to take care of it for me. Went to her house every day to tend to it. Then her mom took her to the Bahamas for a week of vacation and when she came back it was brown and withered.” He sips my coffee. I slap him away.

“On the basis of that touching—and incredibly disturbing on so many levels—story, you’ve determined that Chloe’s unfit for motherhood?”

“No. I’m just still sore about the fact that she killed my one and only successful grow op.”

Not enough coffee in the world for this conversation.

“I’ll wait for her,” I say aloud as I finish my coffee. “When she’s ready, she’ll text.”

“What if she’s never ready?”

It’s been three days. We’ve barely dated. How can someone I’ve barely begun dating make me ache so deeply?

Yeah.

Because she does.

That’s all I need to know.

When Simone left, I filled the woman-sized hole inside me with every kid activity and work-related project I could find. As the kids have matured and left the nest, that hole’s revealed itself. It’s different. A more mature hole, more like a holding space than a blasted-open abyss.

It has purpose.

It has needs.

And right now, it’s the exact shape, size, and volume of Chloe.

“Can’t hurt to text her again, right?” I say.

He shrugs.

Shit. This is bad. I’m seeking validation from Charlie. His idea of a relationship involves paying for the Über.

I don’t need advice. I’m decisive. I’m a take-charge guy.

What’s new? I text her.

And wait.

*     *     *

Chloe

One hour later, we are standing in the bassinet aisle at Babies’R’Us, after an emergency stop for dinner. Apparently Jessica Coffin was right about the fine dining in my future. My first meal as a mother? A six-pack of chicken nuggets. And they were delicious, too.

It is 10:30 at night. I don’t know why a baby superstore is open at this hour, but I am not questioning their retail logic. And we’re not the only shoppers in here.

Jemma is pushing a cart loaded with a case of newborn-size diapers, a six-pack of bottles, packages of cotton receiving blankets, tiny T-shirts, and microscopic socks.

Also in the cart is a bottle of hypo-allergenic, organic baby massage oil. Henry insisted.

He is standing beside me, wiping his eyes with a tissue. He has been weeping since I filled out the birth certificate form, and he saw the baby’s name.

Holliday Browne.

“Henry, please don’t cry,” I say, patting his arm.

“I can’t help it,” he sniffles. “You named her after us.”

“Lucky for her your last name isn’t Hooker,” I smile. “Now can you reach that box on the top shelf?”

Of course he can. He’s seven feet tall. In his stocking feet.

“I think that’s all we need for now.”

“I’ll take it back to your place,” Henry suggests. “I can set up the bassinet. Jem can go back to the hospital with you, and I’ll come get you all when they say you can leave.”

“You’re exhausted,” I tell them. “You both go home. I’ll call you when we’re ready.”

We’re heading for the checkout lane when I am stopped cold by a display of breast pumps.

“No, sweetie, you don’t need one of those,” Jem says gently.

“Li. Where is she? We have to find her!” I finally got someone to unofficially explain what the hell happened. A kind nurse swore me to secrecy. Li arrived in full labor in the emergency room. Had the baby in less than two hours. Our adoption social worker happened to be on another case in the hospital and stopped by to check on Li, who insisted on signing away all rights on the spot. While Yvonne told her she had time, Li was adamant. Yvonne and Kate produced the papers, and within hours, Li disappeared.

Just walked out into the streets of Boston, less than a day after giving birth. No explanation. No note. No nothing.

No—everything.

She left me everything.

“DSS and the police are looking for her,” Henry says. “Don’t worry.”

“She could need a doctor! She’s all alone! My God, Henry, she just gave birth! Where would she go? She’s only sixteen!” I knew from talks with her that she was homeless, and while she swore she didn’t do drugs…

Henry puts his hands on my shoulders.

“There is nothing official that you can do,” he says slowly. “She’s not your child.”

“But her child is my child!”

“All we can do is wait. They’ll find her.”

I’ll think of something.

I always do.

My phone buzzes with a text. I grab and look eagerly. It’s my mother.

I need pictures! Now! What size would you say she is?

Tears fill my eyes. Pictures. My daughter. Her granddaughter.

And only Charlotte would lead with her dress size.

A baby squawks in the distance. Someone’s shopping here with their baby. With their child. Soon I’ll go out in public with my baby, the one back at the hospital, the one who’s been abandoned by Li and entrusted into my care forever.

And ever.

Through the blur of tears, I see another text, this one from Nick.

Hah. Until a few hours ago, all I could think about was receiving this text. I tap.

What’s new? is all it says.

Hysterical laughter pours out of me, right there in the aisle next to the baby gates and the window shades for cars.

“Chloe?” Jem asks softly.

I fold in half, hands on my knees, the phone sliding to the ground. Henry picks it up while Jemma says small, soothing words to me that don’t make sense.

Henry looks at my phone and starts to laugh, too, a friendly sound of understanding.

And then my giggles tighten in my throat and turn into a stinging pain that shoots up my nose, into my eyes, and I’m sobbing in their arms, half-collapsed on the floor, a bundle of joy and fear and excitement and most of all—something new.

I am a mother.

“How—” I wail, “—do I answer that?”

Henry closes the screen and tucks the phone in the back pocket of his pants. “You don’t. Not now. Nick can wait. Little Holliday Browne can’t.”


Chapter Twelve


Chloe

For all those years, in my dreams and daydreams of having a child, I always knew exactly what I was doing. And it was easy. Relaxed. Natural.

I imagined rides on the Swan Boats in the Public Gardens on sunny Saturday afternoons, reading bedtime stories and drinking cocoa in our pajamas, solving for x in algebra homework. (That’s algebra, right? Or is it calculus? Damn.)

Oh, sure, I knew it wouldn’t all be bliss and birthday cake. Tantrums happen in crowded stores, broken arms ruin ski trips. Teenagers make poor choices.

But through it all, I would be calm, capable, and maybe even wise. I would be A Mom.

So is there a certain time when all that maternal wisdom is going to kick in? Because it’s two a.m., and I have absolutely no idea what I am supposed to do next.

Henry and Jemma brought us home an hour ago, and got us safely into the apartment. I am now sitting on my bed, watching Holly breathe in her bassinet. Occasionally there is the faint sound of a car passing on the street. Once I hear a siren in the distance.

I can’t go to sleep, because who will watch her?

What if she wakes up? What if she doesn’t wake up? Am I supposed to wake her up?

I could call my mother for advice, but waking her up is never a good idea.

Only one other expert comes to mind. I pick up my cell phone and type www.whattoexpect, which informs me that “For a newborn, three hours is about as long as you can expect him to sleep.”

Okay. I’ll wait.

Carefully, I gather up my sleeping baby. I settle back against the bed pillows, holding her in my arms.

“I’m here with you,” I whisper. “I’ll always be here with you. No matter what.”

Except, when do I sleep?

When did my mother, Charlotte, sleep? My mother adopted me, all by herself, when I was just this small, and it wasn’t such a common thing back then. What did she think about on her first night all alone with me? Was she scared, thrilled, awed, exhausted but wide awake? All of the above? Like me?

And my birth mother, who had to let me go so that I could have the blessed and secure life that I’ve had – was she like Li, young and alone? Does she ever wonder about me?

I’ve registered (secretly – Charlotte would be devastated if she knew) for every adoption registry out there. I’d love to meet my birth mother. Somewhere out there, people who look like me walk the streets, working at jobs, raising children, living life. I’ve never looked into the face of a parent or sibling who looks like me.

I wonder what that would be like.

I look at Holly.

If we can’t find Li, my daughter will wonder, too.

Impulsively, I pick up my phone and dial Charlotte’s number. The worst she can do is hang up on me, right?

“Hello?” It’s a man’s voice. My mother’s boyfriend.

“Howard? It’s Chloe.” Without meaning to, I start to cry.

“Hi, darling, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing, everything’s wonderful,” I sob. “I have the baby. Could I – is Charlotte there?”

“Of course sweetheart, hold on.”

“Chloe? What is it?” My mother’s voice is thick with sleep.

“Mom? I have the baby. She’s here.” Tears are streaming down my face. I haven’t called her Mom since I was eight years old.

“Oh, honey. Oh, Chloe. I know. Are you all right?” I can tell she’s waking up now.

“Mom, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do!”

“All you have to do is feed her and change her. You don’t need to worry about anything else right now. You don’t need to play Mozart or read Shakespeare aloud. Try to sleep when she sleeps. Keep a little bib on her in case she spits up, because formula stains.”

“But what if she cries and I don’t wake up?”

“You will. It’s instinctual. Don’t worry.”

“I was wondering…is this how you felt when you got me?”

There’s a short silence as she thinks.

“I remember you were like a kitten. I remember that I brought you home in a pink snowsuit, and I had a new white coat, and I wore pink gloves. We looked adorable.” She sighs with pleasure. “That was a really good day.”

“You mean because my adoption finally went through and I was yours?”

“I mean I was having a really good hair day, so the photos were wonderful. I’ll send you one. Howard, remind me to get out the pictures tomorrow.”

“But were you scared? Did you know how to be a mother?”

“Well, we didn’t worry so much about it then, you know. And my family was close by, in Newton. You remember going to Nana’s house, and playing with your cousins.”

“I do, but you weren’t married either. Did you ever think you couldn’t do it?”

“Chloe, I knew I could love you, and I knew that was all that really mattered. Just like you. You have all the love that baby needs.” My mother is not the sentimental type, and as her voice softens with love, my throat tightens, squeezing out more tears.

I hear myself say, “I was thinking maybe you could come up and visit? You could bring the pictures with you.”

She pauses. I hear her breathing.

Her voice is tight. “Of course, sweetie.”

The tightness is from tears. She sniffles.

My own come pouring out with hers. I need her now more than I ever have.

“Let me check my schedule and choose a time that doesn’t interfere with golf.”

Right.

“And Howard will be devastated if I leave him for too long.”

Of course.

“This is your only daughter and granddaughter, Charlotte!” Howard’s voice slips through the phone like aromatherapy, soothing and commanding at the same time. “Take all the time you need.”

I love Howard.

“It’s settled, then,” my mother announces. “I shall come and rescue you.”

I break out in a cold sweat and smile at the same time.

*     *     *

Nick

The meeting to review the goSpa specs would normally make me as excited as talking about the difference between taupe and beige with interior designers, but this one is different. Chloe will be present.

She hasn’t answered my texts, and I’m wondering why. Charlie urged me to call, but I’m not going to call when she won’t even reply to a text. Dating rituals in the age of instant communication are more complicated than small-town politics, and about as painful, even if the stakes are higher.

The room fills slowly with the major stakeholders, including me, Anterdec’s budget director for special projects, Diane Geary from accounting, Amanda Warrick, and my long-time assistant, Marisol. Twice divorced, she’s my age, and a modern woman in every way, including keeping her mouth shut at work about her sex life.

In a corporate environment, where buzzwords engender off-site retreats and mission statements can take seven figures and seven months to develop before being kicked back by legal, the sex lives of cubicle dwellers is a treasured diversion for office talk.

Rare is the staff member who remains discreet.

When Mari finally arrives, she gives Diane and me a perplexed look, setting down a box of donuts and a cardboard four-pack of coffees, one marked with my name.

“I’m so sorry, everyone. But Chloe Browne had to cancel.”

My gut tightens. “Why?”

“Maternity leave.”

Diane’s eyebrows shoot up. “Where is she hiding a baby? She’s tiny. Does she have hollow legs?”

“Adoption,” I mutter. “She’s adopting.”

“Oh.” Diane folds her lips in, over her teeth, as if she’s embarrassed. She shouldn’t be. She couldn’t know.

“But the baby’s not due for two months or so,” I add.

Diane and Mari give me an appraising look.

“I—we talked about it during a business meeting.”

Amusement flashes in both sets of eyes. Mari knows I haven’t dated in ages. When I ran my own company, it was a running joke. Brother Nick, the Monk.

Having Anterdec colleagues call me Focus Man is an upgrade.

I force myself into cold mode. “Fine. We’ll just postpone the project until she’s back.”

“Good,” Diane says. “It’s a bizarre one, anyhow. A spa in an RV?”

“You saw the numbers. Great PR.”

She taps a folder in front of her and nods. “I know. Numbers don’t lie. I trust them over people.” She clearly expects me to smile.

I don’t.

Mari is used to it, laughing with Diane. Both have dark hair and dark eyes, with curvy figures, though Mari’s personality is vitality in human form, while Diane is the epitome of buttoned-up. Mari’s business attire runs toward flowing skirts and bright colors, chunky jewelry and layered hair.

Diane looks like a British nanny, hair pulled back in a tight bun, red lips severe.

I don’t generally evaluate the women I work with like this. I’m not an actual monk, so my head does turn on occasion, but not with these women. Not in this environment. Every woman I encounter these days catches my eye as I compare them to Chloe.

Chloe wins.

Every damn time.

“Great. Now we have a dozen donuts and four lattes left over,” Mari complains.

“I’m sure someone will scavenge if we put them in the employee lounge,” Diane says, taking a Boston Cream donut for herself. She flashes Mari a guilty grin. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” Mari pats her hip. “If they stay on my desk, they’ll just end up here.”

I walk out of the room, the conversation a blur, as I wonder why Chloe never answered my last text.

Which was, ironically enough, the question, “What’s new?”

What’s new.

I make my way to my office, so numb, the hot coffee in my hand feels cold. Closing my door, I start pacing, mind spinning, blood racing suddenly.

Baby. She had the baby.

Or, rather, the birth mother did. Chloe told me a bit about her. Homeless teen on the streets. Met her during a volunteer stint with the gO Spa RV. The story sounded crazy when Chloe told it, and I had my doubts.

I was wrong, apparently.

The coffee burns my throat as I swallow, and I choke, forced to feel something tangible, some specific sensation that cuts through the blurring rush of too many conclusions I’m jumping to, too many emotions pouring through me.

Damn it.

Why didn’t she answer my text?

Is this a brush off? As my kids would say, am I being “ghosted”?

It’s not like I can go on Reddit and ask someone the modern dating protocol for what to do when the woman you’re with suddenly adopts a baby and doesn’t return texts.

I’m pretty sure this is a one-off.

Besides, if she ghosts on me, I’m stuck with over a thousand dollars worth of sex toys and crap from her ex-lover.

I’m also pretty sure I’m screwing up this whole dating thing.

“Think,” I mutter. “Think, Nick. What does Chloe want?” Memories of her body, under me, over me, the way she tastes during that second kiss, the one where lips part and tongues speak with more authenticity, flood my body, becoming a new pulse, telling me the truth between us.

And then I remember the baby.

Chloe is a mother.

Dating? I don’t understand the language of dating.

But I speak fluent Parenthood.

Those first few days with a baby are like being handed an octopus and a hand grenade without the pin at the same time you’re blindfolded on roller blades. And deprived of any sleep.

Poor Chloe.

My laugh echoes through my office as I remember the first few hours of managing twin newborns.

And yet.

And yet… she hasn’t reached out.

Bzzz.

I grab my phone like it’s a life preserver.

It’s Jean-Marc, with a text:

Maman says the divorce decree puts you in charge of paying 100% for my study-abroad fees, Dad. The coordinator said you still owe $500 for next year’s Geneva semester. Sorry, dude.

Right.

Fluent in parenting.

Lately, my fluency involves currency more than anything.

Opening my laptop, I navigate the NYU bursar’s office page and take care of Jean-Marc’s bill, deeply torn, wondering why Chloe hasn’t sent a text.

A simple text.

I know those first few days are hard, but… nothing?

Not one word.


Chapter Thirteen


Chloe

Day One with Charlotte. The countdown begins.

The doorbell rings. Jemma goes to answer it.

“Your grandmother is here,” I inform the baby. “Don’t spit up, poop, cry, or draw too much attention to yourself. I’m just sayin’.”

She studies me intently. She poops.

Sigh.

“You are not off to a good start,” I tell her, reaching for the baby wipes. One of her eyes is crossed and she doesn’t focus. She fusses as if I’ve inconvenienced her with this diaper change.

I can hear my mother’s voice. She is telling Jemma about the flight.

“Air travel is just not what it used to be,” Charlotte’s saying. “Have you seen what people wear on airplanes? Sweat pants! In first class!”

“Shocking,” Jem murmurs. “Awful.”

“Even the stewardesses are wearing flats!” Charlotte is outraged.

“Um, I don’t think they’re called stewardesses anymore,” Jemma says, but Charlotte doesn’t even hear her.

“I need a martini,” my mother announces. “Grey Goose. Two olives.”

Silence.

“Please,” she adds, like a toddler who has been coached, but who uses the word only as a last resort.

There is a slight pause, and I hear the freezer open. Even feisty Jemma knows that Charlotte must be served. It’s just easier that way.

“And where is my granddaughter?”

“Right here,” I answer.

Holly, once again clean and sweet smelling, is dressed for the occasion in a tiny white Jacadi bubble suit that Charlotte sent last month from Paris. It has pale blue piping and a ruffled collar, and it probably cost about as much as my last new dress. The difference is that Holly will wear hers maybe twice before she grows out of it.

But she looks undeniably adorable.

Charlotte holds out her arms, and I carefully transfer Holly into them. For a long, quiet moment, the two of them inspect each other.

“Miss Holliday Browne,” my mother says softly. “I am very pleased to meet you. I am your grandmother. You may call me Mimi.”

Jem gives me the side-eye. “How appropriate,” she says sweetly.

There are three martini glasses on the counter. I take one. I’m going to need it.

My mother appears to notice me for the first time.

“Chloe, you look tired.”

“Well,” I smile, perhaps too brightly, “new baby. Not much sleep for the past week. I’m so glad you’re here to help, Mom.”

“My bags are by the door,” she says. “You can put them in my room.”

Right. Will do.

“Okay, then,” Jemma begins, standing up. “I can see I’m leaving Chloe and Holly in good hands, so I’ll just be getting home to Henry. Thank you for the martini. The T is so much more endurable after a cocktail.”

“Oh Jem,” I say, with some urgency, “Oh Jem. Why don’t you stay a little while longer? Wouldn’t you like another drink? After all, it’s Friday… isn’t it? Don’t go yet.”

She continues gathering her things. I follow her to the door, alternately pleading, bribing, and threatening.

“Jemma, let’s call Henry and he can meet us here. We’ll get takeout from the tapas place you love. Just stay for dinner, Jem, and I’ll come over when Henry’s parents visit! I’ll take them to a museum for an entire afternoon!”

She looks at me sympathetically, but keeps buttoning her coat.

“Chloe, it will be fine,” she says firmly. “Charlotte is here to help. Get some rest. Take a nap.”

“Ha,” I reply bitterly. “They’ll be napping. I’ll be doing their laundry. You know how it always goes.”

“First thing in the morning, send Charlotte off to shop on Newbury Street,” she advises. “You won’t see her for the rest of the day. Especially now that she has Holly to shop for, too.”

Charlotte calls from the kitchen.

“Chloe? I need to lie down before you make dinner. Come take the baby.”

“See?” I hiss at Jemma.

“And I need to unpack,” Charlotte continues. “A few of my things are going to need to be ironed. Where shall I put them?”

I hear Holly start to fuss, tentatively.

Jemma waves her fingers and slips out the door.

“Chloe?” my mother calls. “She’s crying.”

Right.

When I walk back into the kitchen, Holly is quietly sucking on my mother’s manicured pinky finger.

Charlotte’s martini glass is in front of her on the counter, about two-thirds empty. She looks at me innocently. Way too innocently. I narrow my eyes.

“Mom. You wouldn’t,” I start. “You wouldn’t give vodka to a tiny baby…?”

My mother removes her finger from the baby’s mouth, stands, and hands Holly over to me. The baby looks surprised, then her little face wrinkles up in outrage. She turns bright red. She’s too little to make much noise, but she’s giving it her all. With my spare hand, I get a bottle of infant formula out of the fridge.

Charlotte, meanwhile, has topped off her glass. She picks it up and heads out of the room, leaving behind a cloud of Chanel No. 5. Her signature scent.

I cough. Quietly, I hope.

She reappears in the door. “The sooner I can unpack, the less ironing there will be,” she says, and disappears again. My mother is nothing if not considerate.

It’s going to be a very long two weeks.

I reach for my phone and check for texts.

Nothing.

*     *     *

Day Two with Charlotte.

Holly was hungry at 1:00 a.m., 4:00 a.m., and 6:30. At 7:15 a.m., she finally falls peacefully to sleep. I stagger into the kitchen and start the coffee maker. Which I loaded last night in anticipation of this desperate moment. I drag a counter stool over to the machine and sit watching each life-giving drop fall as if it were an IV drip in intensive care.

It is, actually. Except I’m giving the intensive care instead of getting it.

There’s a distinct smell of Chanel No. 5. I jump.

“Good morning,” Charlotte says. She is wearing a light cotton robe in a lavender animal print. In which jungle, exactly, are there lavender ocelots? Her slippers have tulle pompoms on the toes.

They also have kitten heels. I guess that’s appropriate?

She is wearing crystal drop earrings. And lipstick. Her ash-blonde hair is pulled up in a twist.

I am wearing a grey hoodie from college. My hair has not been washed in three days. I could lubricate machinery with it.

“Is the coffee ready?” she continues. “I didn’t hear the coffee grinder. You did grind the beans fresh, didn’t you, dear? Is there low-fat milk? Organic?”

I don’t answer.

“Chloe? Is there low-fat milk? You know I’m not a breakfast eater, but are there any of those hazelnut biscotti from that bakery in the North End? I need a little extra energy this morning. You woke me up three times last night, turning on lights and banging around in the kitchen. Broken sleep makes it very difficult for the human brain to function.”

I take deep, cleansing breaths. They don’t help. She’s still there.

“Really, Mom?” I start. “Lack of sleep causes problems?”

At that moment, the coffee maker hisses and sends up a cloud of steam. I bite my tongue.

Be nice, Chloe.

She came all the way from Florida to help. She is missing the monthly dinner dance at the club. She is sacrificing her Wednesday golf game. She has left her boyfriend, Howard, in Palm Beach.

Howard is 78. Or so he says. He adores my mother. She refuses to marry him, or even move in with him, so he bought the condo next door to hers. He likes to keep an eye on her.

Maybe he’d like to keep a close eye and visit us.

Now.

“Coffee’s ready,” I announce. “There is milk. There are no biscotti, but there are cinnamon crackers.”

“Oh,” she says. “Oh. Maybe you could get some today. It would be a nice outing for you and the baby.”

It is going to be 95 degrees today, with ninety-eight percent humidity. The word they are using on weather.com is oppressive.

A trip on the T with a newborn baby to the North End of Boston to buy Italian cookies for my mother, who is supposed to be easing my exhaustion as I adjust to motherhood, is not a “nice outing.” It is a slow, suffocating cattle car to the first circle of hell. And back.

“Well,” I answer, gritting my teeth, “maybe.” Tomorrow. I can stall until tomorrow. My mother is easily distracted. If I dangle a different shiny idea in front of her, she will give me a twenty-four-hour reprieve.

“And now,” she says, in martyred tones, “why don’t you just rest? I’ll take the baby for you.”

The baby has been asleep for half an hour. According to her daily pattern, she will be asleep for another two hours.

“Thanks, Mom.”

“Honey?” she adds, as I head to the shower, “In case you’re going to do any hand-washing, I left a few fine unmentionables by your sink.”

I check my phone for texts. Nothing.

Nothing from anyone.

Nothing from Nick.

*     *     *

Nick

“Dude, you got a package,” Charlie announced, tossing it lightly in his arms before handing it off to me. “From some place called Never Liked It Anyway?”

I groan. “Damn.” Work involved fourteen hours of conference calls and team meetings to debate the intellectual property implications of using a logo with a mark that was just close enough to a major sportswear company’s signature logo. Fourteen hours of lawyers and designers and clients going head to head.

I’m about to find out if I own enough beer to make this day go away.

“Is that the strap-on?” Charlie asks.

I huff. “Open it if you want.”

“I don’t exactly want to open it.” Charlie contemplates the seemingly-innocent white box with a broken red heart and piles of money as the logo. “But I gotta admit I’m curious.”

“Right. Like watching presidential primary debates.”

“Exactly.” His face lights up.

I undo my tie, shrug out of my suit jacket, and enjoy the blast of cold that hits me when I open the fridge.

No beer.

“Charlie,” I say in a low growl. “Where’s the beer?”

He smacks his forehead. “I knew I forgot to do something today!”

“What else were you supposed to do in your incredibly jam-packed schedule?” I’m sure he didn’t forget the all-important two o’clock nap.

“I was helping Amelie.” One of the most endearing—and annoying as hell—qualities in Charlie is his Teflon-like ability to let other people’s anger roll off him. Most people absorb whatever people around them radiate.

Charlie doesn’t.

I envy him.

Until I’m the person whose anger—justifiably pointed at him—rolls off his back.

“Let’s go for a walk. I’ll be your pack mule.”

“My what?”

“My bad. I forgot. Let’s go to the store and get some beer. I’ll carry it. You look like you could use a walk, Nick. Your shoulders are around your ears.”

“Wait. You were helping Amelie? With what?”

“Her concert.”

“Which concert?”

“The one Simone’s coming home for.”

Coming home and Simone don’t sit well in the same sentence.

“That’s not for a while, Charlie.”

“Right. But Amelie wants it to be perfect.”

The last thing I need today is more confusion. I grab the house keys and start for the door. “Fine, Pack Mule. Let’s go. I’m loading up on Sea Belt and red sour ales.”

Charlie flexes his arms, showing off guns. His t-shirt’s torn and he’s wearing Celtics green basketball shorts. He looks like he hasn’t showered in days. “Great. Bring it on.”

“And it’s your turn to buy.”

“No prob.”

We’re halfway down the block when I reluctantly ask. “What do you mean, ‘no prob’? You wouldn’t be couch surfing at my place if money were ‘no prob.’”

“Bitcoin investment paid off. Some guy—”

“Oh, god, Charlie.” If I let him, the next five blocks to the liquor store will be dominated by talks about cryptocurrency and undervalued Second Life Linden dollars, along with some other currency called Ether.

“What? I made a few grand.”

“Regained what you lost?”

“Yep. Broke even.”

“Congrats. When are you getting a job? A real one.”

“I have one!”

“One that involves actual income. Not a business that lives in your MacAir.”

“Hey—this is how I want to live. I don’t have kids tying me down. Don’t care about stuff. Why does it bother you so much, Nick?”

Good question.

“You choose to be the corporate slave,” he adds.

Here we go. Same old conversation. Charlie the free spirit vs. Nick the drone.

“My kids’ college tuition is my form of indentured servitude.”

“But that ends soon. You won’t need all the board meetings and the endless talk about logos and the secretary who dominates the coffee machine and the asshole above you who specializes in Six Sigma like it’s a cult. You can sell everything and live a tetherless life.”

“My kids are my tether, Charlie.”

“But things don’t have to be.”

“Is this the point in the conversation where I start sounding like Dad? I can never remember my lines. Got a script?” We’re at the liquor store now, the pneumatic door opening before I can bash it with my tense arms, and as we walk down the warehouse-like aisles, Charlie is on my heels.

“Look, Nick, I’ve watched you sacrifice everything for the kids. And you’re a good father. The best damn dad I’ve ever seen. Even better than ours.”

I stop short. That’s high praise.

“And he’d have been proud of you.”

Damn it. The bridge of my nose tingles. I pinch it, blinking. Haven’t changed my contacts since I got up at 5 a.m. Eyes are dry and scratchy. My throat starts to close. Dusk settles in outside. My day has been filled with nothing but tension and conflict, indecision and complaints.

And that’s just work.

And then I sigh.

“Where’s the Red Poppy Ale?” I am not having an emotional landmine-filled conversation with my shiftless little brother in the lager aisle at the local liquor store.

“Why do you want that crap? Get Jack’s Abbey instead.”

Now we’re on even more familiar territory.

“I like Flemish red sour ales, Charlie.”

“You have the taste buds of an eighty-year-old nun, Nick.”

“Glad you’re buying and that you’re the pack mule.” I hand him four four-packs. He grins.

And then I pick out two six-packs of Jack’s Abbey.

The grin falters.

“Nick, you’re not—”

“Pack mules don’t argue, Charlie, they just figure out how to carry the burden.”

“That’s you, man.”

That’s been me. True. For fifteen years, I’ve adjusted to whatever life’s thrown my way, as long as it didn’t involve emotional involvement.

Chloe’s now about as emotionally involved as anyone can be.

Do I want to reset the clock? They’re a package deal. Chloe and the baby. I know that.

Oh, how I know that.

Charlie buys my beer without comment and struggles under the weight of the huge cardboard box filled with beer. I enjoy my freedom, stretching as we walk.

“You’re right, Charlie.” I take mercy and grab two six-packs from the box. He squares his shoulders with relief.

“How’m I right?”

“Freedom. It has a different feel.”

“Different good, or different bad?”

That’s the question.

Which is it?

Five minutes later, we’re back home, beers open, Charlie cutting the tape on the Never Liked It Anyway box.

He pulls out a blue strap-on.

“Aw, man. Nick, you have a First Aid kit somewhere, right? I need latex gloves to touch this.”

I take the box out of his hands and reach in.

“Jesus!” I shout. “That dildo has to be twelve inches long!”

“Chloe always was uninhibited in bed.”

I throw it at his face. Years of pitching baseball in high school pay off as the end of the wiggly rubber dildo slaps Charlie flat against his nose, like a musketeer’s loose glove being used to challenge a man to a duel.

“Nick!” he screams.

“Don’t you talk about sex with Chloe.”

He looks at the strap on resting at a crooked angle on the ground, then at me, mouth gaping. Charlie points down. “You just threw the strap on she used on her ex-lover at my face. That’s the epitome of talking about sex with Chloe. Plus you almost broke my nose!”

“Charlie.” I’m being irrational. I know it.

I don’t care.

A vision of her using it on—

No.

Nope.

Not going there.

“Technically,” I declare, “the auction never said she used it on him.”

Charlie just laughs.

I stand abruptly, knocking over the rest of the items in the box, which include a Coldplay t-shirt, some Cashmere sweaters in a size too small for me, the Dave Brubaker vinyl album (which I might keep), the Rush album (which Charlie claims dibs on), a nice Rolex my son could enjoy, and Montblanc pens that are better suited for James McCormick than anyone else in the world.

Joe has also added a tube of warming gel, a non-fiction historical monograph on sodomy and pirates (signed by the author), a mood ring made for a man’s ring size, a small polished Zen rock with the word Patience etched into it, some t-shirts, and a set of Buckyballs.

He’s random, if nothing else.

“You paid over a grand for this shit,” Charlie says with a low whistle, palming the Rush album as I leave the room, marching down the hall into my bedroom, furiously changing into a t-shirt and running shorts.

I ignore him and come out into the living room, finding my running shoes by the door, throwing them on.

“What are you doing?”

“Going for a run.”

“Nick, you haven’t gone for a run since the kids were toddlers.”

“Maybe that’s what freedom’s all about. Discovering new things.”

“The only new thing you want to discover is Chloe, man.”

I nearly hit him. I do. I come so close when our eyes meet and he leans away. I walk past him, slam the door, and go for my first run in years.

The only problem is that I’m not sure what I’m running away from.

Or to.


Chapter Fourteen


Chloe

Day Three with Charlotte.

“You girls have fun!” Charlotte chirped, as we struggled out the door this morning. “Get some of the almond biscotti, and some of the chocolate dipped. And some anise flavored.”

“While we’re gone, Mom, do you think you could maybe unload the dishwasher?”

“Well, I would, of course,” she said, “but I don’t know where you keep things. It would just make more work for you. I’m going to call Howard. I forgot my email password. He’ll know what it is.”

Everyone should have a Howard. I need a Howard.

“Then this afternoon, you can take me to O. I need one of those stress-reduction treatments—the two-hour full-body massage with herb-infused lotions and ambient sound from a dolphin’s womb. And the rosemary mint martini in the sippy cup.” Her eyes glazed over. “I need a break from all this stress.”

“Right. Maybe,” I answered.

That was half an hour ago.

And here I am, in the middle of Boston Summer Soup, wearing a baby who is not much more than a tiny octopus tucked into a diaper.

“Don’t talk to strangers,” I instruct Holly, who is tucked into a Baby Bjorn on my chest, tuft of straight jet-black hair tickling my chin. “Be aware of what’s going on around you. Mind the gap.”

The T train is pulling up. Please god let the air conditioning be working.

The doors slide open, and yes! The temperature inside is at least five degrees below unbearable.

I hoist the folded stroller and hitch the diaper bag up on my shoulder. I stagger onto the train.

On the T now, I spot two empty seats and sink down gratefully, the stroller propped up on the railing next to me. Holly is quiet. I pull out my phone.

Hi Howard, I type. Hope all is well. I know you must be missing Charlotte.

Three dots, wiggling.

Hi honey, Howard responds. Is she getting to you already?

Oh no, I type back. It’s great. I just think we’re stressing her out. Not good for her.

I’m on it.

That’s all he says. I love Howard.

My phone pings. It’s Charlotte this time: Chloe, just so you know, the cat box needs changing.

I look at Holly, who catches my eye, eyebrows raising as if she’s taken aback as well.

Solidarity. My daughter and I are one.

“Let’s get out of here,” I whisper, grabbing the stroller.

Holly replies with a fist punch into thin air, followed by a spectacular belch that I feel.

I feel it because that’s not just a burp. The space between the Baby Bjorn and my only clean T-shirt is now a war zone.

We are home by noon, sweaty and exhausted, with two white paper bags containing three dozen Italian biscotti. Tucked into the diaper bag is a can of ground espresso, a pound of fresh handmade linguine, and a small plastic Madonna that the shopkeeper pressed on me when he saw Holly.

When you work in an office, you have no idea how long a weekday really is. It should be dinner time by now.

My mother sweeps into the kitchen, beaming.

“Wonderful news!” she trills. “Howard is on his way. He said he couldn’t be without me one day longer.”

I smile. “That is wonderful news. I’ll make up the other bed.”

She smiles back. “Oh, no, dear. We’ll need to use your bed. After all, there are two of us and only one of you.”

Right.

Although technically, there are now two of me.

*     *     *

Nick

Congratulations, I type. It doesn’t convey what I feel, but it will have to do. I’m done with ambiguity.

Screw indecision.

I know what I want.

I hit Send. I start to turn off my phone, but the finality is too much. I set it down, face up.

I stare at the pile of papers on my home office desk. It is noon, and I have a massive proposal due tomorrow, complete with a contract that needs to be pounded out for final negotiations. Legal already went over the portions they need to review. My turn to figure out the rest.

If I bury myself in work, I can give myself hours of hope. Not hope, exactly, but something more than this grinding ambiguity that turns my gut into a barbed wire fence. At best, Chloe will reply sometime today.

Or never.

A black plastic bag with a slim tome in it taunts me. Yesterday, I went to the Harvard Book Store and bought Chloe’s baby the best children’s book ever.

Walter the Farting Dog.

Simone hated that book.

I smile at the memory.

Movement on my fading phone screen catches my eye. Three dots.

Three beautiful, sophisticated, exceptionally delicious Chloe-flavored dots.

Thank you, she texts back. Sorry for not replying sooner.

The phone is a football in my hands, and I’m fumbling at the goal line. It lands on the carpet. I pounce.

How is the baby? What’s its name? I reply.

Her name is Holly. She’s perfect.

You’re perfect, I almost type back. Sheer force of will stops me.

I’m sure she is, I answer, smiling as I tap out the words. I remember babymoons. Welcome to the wonderful world of daughters. Start saving now. Justin Bieber obsessions aren’t cheap.

I hit Send and stare at the screen. A physical ache builds between my ribs. The space inside me where Chloe belongs is empty. I wonder if she has holes inside her shaped like me.

I’d like to be in that hole.

I grimace. That’s not what I meant.

And yet…

Minutes pass. No reply. Shit.

Twenty minutes pass and I realize I am no better than my teenagers, breathlessly waiting for the next Snapchat post from a crush.

With a sigh, I return to work, happy to have some communication with Chloe. At least we “talked.” She knows I’m here. She can find me when she’s ready.

If she’s ever ready.

The words on the first contract in front of me blur. I feel my pulse in my eyes. The first delivery date for five designs is egregiously soon. Slash. The terms for failure to deliver are draconian.

Slash.

I need to take out my frustration somewhere.

My red pen’s half empty by the time I make it through the twenty-nine pages of this mess.

Bzzzz.

I leap across the desk and read:

sorry. diaper blow out. typing one fingered with baby on arm

God, I want to see her. I take the leap.

I’d love to meet her, I type.

An eternity passes in the form of one minute. Then two. Five.

Finally:

Tn8?

I’m reasonably fluent in textspeak, but this is a new one.

Yes, tonight, I reply, assuming.

k

Tn8 and k are my new favorite words.

I’ve got it bad.


Chapter Fifteen


Nick

“Utterly inappropriate baby gift?” Charlie asks, as if we are in a countdown.

“Check.” I humor him.

“Her ex’s strap-on dildo you bought for her on an online auction site where people assume she’s a porn star?”

I frown. He’s not wrong, technically.

“Check,” I say softly, tapping the table next to the box in question for emphasis, jaw tight.

“Condoms?”

“Charlie,” I growl.

“What? I was about to ask if you’d choked the chicken in advance so you don’t jump the gun when you finally do the two-backed nasty, but I thought that was little too personal.”

“Thank you for your exquisite tact.” I shoot him a sour look. “And all those mixed metaphors.”

He shrugs. “So?”

“So what?”

“Did you?” He makes a hmph sound in the back of his throat, the noise suggestive and inquisitive at the same time.

A perfect encapsulation of my brother.

“None of your business.”

He grins. “Smart man.” He frowns. “Unless being old changes that.”

“Changes what?”

He lowers his voice. “Maybe instead of worrying about jumping the gun, you need Viagra?” He gives me a once-over. “You are six and a half years older than me. Plumbing changes.” He frowns, looking down at his own pipe.

My response makes me realize where Elodie got her eye roll.

“No.” Hell, no. Hell, no on many levels. “I’m going to meet a newborn, Charlie. Not sleep with her mother.”

“Babies nap. You could have a little afternoon delight.”

“Babies also wake up and scream bloody murder. Trust me. I know this. Simone and I should have named Jean-Marc ‘cockblocker.’”

Charlie’s in the middle of a swig of ginger ale. He begins choking.

I grin.

“Wait ’til you have kids.”

“It’ll be a long wait,” he gasps.

My front door opens, and in walks a giant black hole whose gravitational pull yanks at my wallet.

“Speak of the devil,” Charlie says, as my youngest chucks a hockey-sized bag across my threshold, his face buried in a phone screen.

“Dad?” Jean-Marc doesn’t look up. “Can you help me with that?”

Charlie grabs the bag, then gets yanked back to the floor. “Jesus, JM! Or should I call you CB?”

I give Charlie a dirty look.

He winks back. “What’s in there? Gold?”

“Close. Textbooks. A bunch of my new friends weren’t patient enough for the buy-back at the university bookstore, so I paid them out. Need to list them online at a profit and make bank next semester.”

Says the kid who cries poor all the time.

He finally finishes his business online and approaches me for a hug. Jean-Marc is dark like Simone, but with a Grafton male body, which means tall and lean. He’s a good two inches taller than me now. Did the kid grow in the last two months?

“How’s school?” I ask, realizing my cheek is brushing something on his chin that approximates a beard. He’s only been at NYU for a handful of weeks. There are no grades.

He pulls back and laughs, blue eyes like mine practically glowing. “Straight A’s so far.” He shoots me a defiant look. “I didn’t give permission for you to see them, by the way. You know about this law called FERPA?”

“Yes. You’re eighteen now. I don’t have the legal right to see your grades unless you give permission.”

“Cool, huh?”

“Saved my ass when I was an undergrad,” Charlie says.

“You got into Yale Law, Charlie.” Jean-Marc says with a worshipful tone. Haven’t heard that directed toward me since he was eleven.

“Yep. Bor-ing. Who wants to spend their days in classes and research, all cooped up in a…” Charlie’s voice fades out as he catches my eye. “I mean, great job with the 4.0.” He winks at my son.

Jean-Marc laughs, then looks at me. “Who’s the present for?”

Before I can answer, Charlie says, “Your dad’s girlfriend’s new baby.”

My son frowns. “Girlfriend? Baby? I go away for a few weeks and everything changes. Do I have a little sister now?”

I cock one eyebrow, gut clenching. I know he’s joking, but the teasing puts me on edge in a disarming way. “No need to play dumb. Elodie told you.”

“No. Amelie did.” He laughs. “Elodie chased you down in bed with a chick. Amelie won’t let her live it down.”

“Woman. Not chick.”

He shrugs.

“And she has a brand-new baby?” His look makes it clear he thinks I’ve gone off the deep end.

He might be right.

“Adopted. In the last two weeks. The adoption was in the planning stages for a long time before we met. She’s a single mother by choice.”

“Oh.” The corners of his eyes and mouth drop down in a contemplative look. “Makes sense. Is that the baby gift?” He takes the wrapped book out of my hands, then grins, looking like a little boy for a split second. “It isn’t…?”

“It is.”

“Walter the Farting Dog. Spreading the joy of flatulent canines to a new generation.” His eyes meet mine, nostalgia and memory reflecting back like sunlight on a prism.

And then: “Anyone using the washing machine?”

The moment has passed.

“Nope. It’s all yours,” Charlie declares, gesturing like a model on a game show.

“You gone all night, Dad?” Hope blossoms in my chest. He’s asking to spend time with me.

“No. I’ll be back after dinner.”

“Cool. Board game?”

“Cards Against Humanity?” Charlie asks with an eagerness that makes me groan. “I’ll make nachos.”

“Sure.” I’ll suffer through my brother’s perverted card combinations if it means time with my son.

“See you tonight.” His back retreats down the hallway. I hear shuffling sounds, then the water turns on for the laundry.

“Have fun,” Charlie says, laughing. “Remember when the height of his day was sitting on the sofa, being read to?”

I look at my kid, whose size-fourteen shoes now litter the shoe rack, longer than mine.

“Like it was yesterday.”

Because it was.

*     *     *

The entire drive over to Chloe’s place in Cambridge feels like someone has a radio dial in my head and is hitting the Scan button over and over. So many words. So many thoughts.

Not enough kissing.

I’m not sure what I’m supposed to feel right now. I miss her. More than I have any right to admit.

I admire her. The kind of woman who decides what she wants and doesn’t wait for someone else to make it happen is appealing. Simone expected me to make her happy. Demanded that I take charge of her emotional state. Insisted that I was responsible for whether she had a good life or not.

Years later, I know she’s wrong. Hell, I knew it back then, too.

Meeting Chloe just confirms it. Sophisticated, genuine, smart, funny, and sensual as hell, she’s the whole package.

And now she comes with a ten-day-old newborn attached.

Different package.

A Masshole with a Second Amendment bumper sticker next to a gay pride rainbow cuts me off at Western Avenue, my laughter at the cognitive dissonance a welcome break.

Can two wildly disparate ideas truly co-exist?

Maybe on a car bumper, sure.

But in real life?

Lady Luck is with me as I slide into an easy parking spot down the block from Chloe’s place. Maybe it’s a message, as Elodie would say. A sign. A manifestation of deep wishes.

Or maybe it’s just someone running out for an errand and the timing’s right.

I grab my gift, leaving the shoebox filled with Chloe’s past with her ex in the backseat, ready to give it to her when the time is right. She’s now less than a block away and I can’t tolerate the distance. Must close it.

Must smell her. Taste her. Look at her with hungry eyes.

And meet her new life.

My old life is back at my house, doing laundry and playing Pokemon Go.

The road Chloe lives on is neat, with condos galore, most of the building fronts containing gardens and neatly-manicured yards. Bushes trimmed and outlined, mulch and multi-colored blooming plants, and stars that are painted the right colors all feed into the image of a neighborhood for people who live in Cambridge for all the right reasons.

As I hit the buzzer for Chloe’s front door, I hear the unmistakable sound of rushing footsteps, trying to keep the peace. Chloe opens the door and looks at me with a thousand-watt smile. My heart speeds up, my hands tightening on the gift in my hands, and then she’s in my arms, pressing against my chest, my hands desperate to find more of her in the embrace.

“You’re here! She’s sleeping,” Chloe whispers, her breath hot on my neck. I kiss her cheek with a gentle hello that feels like everything and nothing.

As she lets go, we pull back slightly, catching each other’s eyes, her hands on my forearms, brushing against my tight arms, fingertips turning me tense with desire.

I inhale, catching a sweet citrusy smell. And baby powder.

Strange combo.

“I’m so glad you—”

Without thinking, I kiss her, my palm splayed against the base of her spine, covering her sacrum, my hands hot and grateful for the way she melts into the kiss. Her palms press against my shoulders, then ride up my chest, to the nape of my neck. I breathe hard, her intoxicating presence making me forget all my earlier confusion.

The compartment in my mind that allows me to be Nicholas Grafton, director of branding for a Fortune 500 company, boss to more than twenty employees, father to three young adults, good citizen and decent brother, feels hollow, woefully empty and false as my kiss with Chloe turns into a series of touches and breaths, tongues searching, lips warm and minty, her cheek burning against my clean-shaven face, my fingers on the fine bones of her spine as she molds against me.

This isn’t just about sexual attraction, of which there is plenty. A sense of completion consumes me as the fire we ignite burns and burns. Her body is mine as my fingertips press into her ass, anchored by her body. Having her in my arms for the first time in weeks, the box inside me designed to be filled with love feels occupied. Full.

Love.

I pause.

Chloe breaks the kiss, panting, looking up at me through long lashes, her lipstick intact though slightly blurred on her upper lip.

“You sure do know how to greet a woman,” she says with a saucy smile.

“You make it very easy,” I say, pulling her close again, taking the plunge. “I missed you.” My breath mingles in her hair, making her shiver, her neck smooth as I press my lips against the hollow beneath her ear. She feels good. Real and raw.

“Me, too,” she murmurs, hand on my hip, fingers hooking into my belt loop. The gesture is so casual and deceptively simple.

“Chloe?” A man’s voice, older and filled with an elegant gravel sound, comes from Chloe’s kitchen.

“That’s my mother’s boyfriend, Howard. Come in and meet everyone.”

I hook my arm around her waist, not wanting to lose contact.

“Here we go,” she says under her breath, then puts on a dazzling smile, like she’s ready for the red carpet.

*     *     *

Chloe

Just as Nick and I enter the kitchen, Charlotte sweeps into the room, a vision in a pink Oscar de la Renta dress and black patent sandals. Her idea of what to wear for a quiet night at home, babysitting.

“I am exhausted,” she announces. “Just wiped out. What a day.”

Let’s think about this for a second. Let’s compare days.

“Well,” she says, inspecting me, “Look at you. Is that lipstick?”

“Chloe always looks beautiful,” Howard says calmly. “She’s your daughter.”

Howard missed his true calling. He should have been a high-level diplomat. An ambassador between warring nations. Instead he became a manufacturer of high-design kitchen tools. Still a service to humanity, IMHO, but he made millions. He arrived an hour ago, and already my stress level has dropped.

While my mother has failed to acknowledge the man on my arm, Howard’s giving him the once-over, like an old lion sizing up the new alpha, his jowls turning down with an impressive, contemplative frown. I pour two glasses of bourbon, start to drink one, and nearly drink the other before giving it to Nick.

“It’s a sample from our new private-label cosmetics line,” I tell her. “The shade is called ‘Go CommandO.’ Do you like it?”

She squints. “Nice. A little on the red side for you. Are there any more samples?”

“I’ll have Carrie send some over.”

Howard hands her a frosted martini glass, with a kiss on the cheek and side-eye at Nick that I can’t decipher. Grey Goose, two olives. The olives are Charlotte’s idea of hors d’oeuvres. Ten calories each. And green vegetables, sort of.

“You’re right. She does always look beautiful,” Nick says quietly. My skin suddenly feels hot.

“This is Nick,” I say quickly. “Nick, this is my mother, Charlotte.”

She gives him a hundred-watt smile, and her manicured hand. Her bracelets jingle as they shake hands.

“And this is Howard.” The two men square off, Nick towering over Howard. The strength of their handshake could bend iron girders, Howard’s protectiveness obvious, his mouth leveling out into a look that says Nick passed his first test.

Handshake grip acceptable.

“How lovely to meet you, Nick.” She looks at his glass of bourbon. “I see you have a cocktail. Why are we all in the kitchen? Chloe has become such a casual person. This is not how she was raised.”

“Having a new baby will do that to you. I don’t think I’ve even turned on the lights in the living room since Holly arrived.”

“Let’s go turn them on now.” Charlotte’s already headed in that direction, with a bowl of Marcona almonds in one hand and her martini in the other.

Nick clears his throat. “I think Chloe’s way is perfect. I always feel comfortable here. And welcome. She’s a great hostess.”

He’s only been here once before, but Charlotte doesn’t know that. I smile at him gratefully.

“Bless your heart,” she says, “what lovely manners.”

She’s back before the rest of us have stood up.

“Chloe, there seems to be laundry on every seat in there. What have you been doing all day?”

I actually can’t think of a good answer to that.

“I just remembered, I brought this for Holly.” Nick says quickly. He picks up a wrapped and beribboned package and hands it to me. “Open it.”

I smile at him and slide the ribbon off, and at that moment Holly starts to fuss in the bedroom.

“I’ll go get her and be right back.” I hesitate briefly, because this means leaving Nick exposed to Charlotte, but Howard will run interference.

I love picking Holly up from her naps. I get so excited to see her again, feel the weight and warmth of her little body.

I perform a quick diaper change. Funny to think how panicked I was about diaper skills. Was that only weeks ago?

“Turn on the charm, girlfriend,” I advise her, as I snap her leggings. “Make eye contact. Be interested in others.”

She ignores me and stares at the ceiling.

Okay then. I see where this is going.

As we head back toward the kitchen, I hear Charlotte saying, “Charlie is your younger brother? How is Charlie? That boy could sell ice to the Eskimos. Terrible influence on Chloe.”

“He’s currently selling surfboards to the landlocked,” Nick replies. “And is a terrible influence on my kids.”

“Ah, you have children! And how old are they?”

“My daughters are twenty-one, and my son is nineteen.”

“Oh my, they’re grown! Your job is done. You’re an empty-nester! I remember that wonderful feeling of freedom.” She smiles.

Perfect. Thanks, Mom. Well done.

Charlotte frowns. “Did you say daughters? Both twenty-one?”

“Yes. Twins.” When he smiles, a dimple appears in his chin.

“That’s a bit excessive, don’t you think?” Only my mother could make an act of biology into a breach of etiquette.

“And here they are!” Howard says with great cheer, as we enter. Holly looks like a muppet. I realize I have a mental image but don’t know the name of the one with red hair that stands up on end. I huff her baby scalp. In a year, I imagine, I’ll know the names of every single muppet. I’ll probably know their birthdates and social security numbers by memory. I wonder if Elmo dresses left.

Nick looks up and meets my eyes, and the world goes quiet. I realize I am holding my breath.

He stands and walks over to us.

“Well, hello, little girl,” he says softly to Holly. And to me, “I’d forgotten how small they are.” He’s so enchanted. The way Nick looks at Holly takes my breath away. I wish a man would look at me like that.

And then he does.

“‘But little girls get bigger every day,’” Howard sings.

“Gigi,” Charlotte sighs. “That movie changed my life. Even as a child, I just knew I’d love Paris.”

Howard begins murmuring in her ear.

“Would you… like to… hold her?” I ask Nick. “I need to get her bottle ready. Or I can put her in her basket.”

“Of course. Sure. I’d like to.” He smiles. “I’d love to.”

He takes her in his arms, experienced and assured but maybe a little rusty, and turns back to sit on his stool. I take a bottle from the fridge, put it in a bowl, and run hot water. When I glance up, he’s looking at her tiny face, completely absorbed. And she’s looking right back at him. He has one of her hands between two big fingers. She looks even smaller than usual.

My heart skitters.

Why?

Howard and Charlotte stand and walk out of the room, his arm around her, their heads together. He catches my eye and winks.

I think I may have lost my babysitters for tonight.

I test Holly’s bottle on my wrist. Feels right.

“Thanks,” I tell Nick. “Her bottle’s ready. I’ll take her.”

He looks up, surprised. He holds out one hand.

“I’ll do it. Let’s see if I remember how.”

With nothing else to do for the moment, I sink down onto the next stool and watch them.

After a minute, Nick smiles at me. “Like it was yesterday. Muscle memory. I wonder how many bottles I’ve given?”

There’s a clatter in the front hall, and a moment later Howard appears, Charlotte behind him. She is wearing a cashmere wrap and carrying her handbag.

“Chloe,” Howard says, “it is always wonderful to see you, and now Holly, too. She’s an angel. And I know how much it means to you to have your mother here to help with everything when you’re so tired and overwhelmed.”

He looks suspiciously like he’s trying not to smile.

“Oh, Howard. You just don’t know what it means,” I contribute. “Really, you don’t.” Wild hope is rising inside me.

“I think I do, actually. Please try to find it in your heart to forgive me for taking her away,” he continues. “She is wearing herself to the bone taking care of you both, and I just feel I must step in before she makes herself ill. I’ve made a reservation at the Four Seasons for tonight, and tomorrow we fly to France.”

“Whatever you think best,” I assure him. “Of course. We’ll manage somehow.”

“I’m sorry, dear.” Charlotte steps forward and kisses me on both cheeks. “Howard is right. It was too much.” She brightens. “But I’ll send you both some dresses from Paris. We’ll be back in a few days, and I can help more after I’ve recovered.”

Nick is watching all this like it’s an episode of Arrested Development. He can’t shake hands, but Charlotte kisses him and Howard pats him on the back. And then they’re gone, leaving behind just the scent of Chanel No. 5.

I cough.

“Looks like we’re not going out for dinner,” Nick says. “Pizza?”

I burst out laughing, the kind of hysterical peals you can’t quite believe are coming out of your mouth. Holly’s eyes widen, darting to look at Nick, and then her mouth does the telltale tightening I’ve come to know.

“Oh, baby,” I whisper, my laugh halting midstream as she turns her head aside, spitting out the bottle nipple, and makes a squeaky newborn cry that says she’s just getting started.

I hold out my hands to take her back. No man wants to hold a screaming baby as foreplay on a date. The night just shattered, for good or bad, and this date turned into a threesome.

And not an O party threesome.

“I’ve got her.” He stands, all fluid grace and muscle memory, moving her to his shoulder and patting her back harder than I would.

Scrambling, I get a cloth on his shoulder, fussing with the space between Holly’s tiny body and Nick’s broad shoulder. I have to stand on tiptoe, even in heels, to make Nick as spit-up proof as possible.

I manage.

He laughs, the rumble making me suddenly aware of the space between our bodies. “It’s just a little spit up, Chloe. It washes out.”

“Charlotte acted like it was napalm. She wore latex gloves and a Tyvek suit while burping Holly. I’ve seen Ebola researchers wear less.”

“Why do you call your mother by her first name?”

“Because it’s slightly less painful than using her preferred form of address.”

“Which is?”

“Your Majesty.”

Nick is in the middle of finishing his bourbon. He chokes, clapping a palm across his mouth to cough discreetly, those bright blue eyes mesmerizing. I could watch them for hours.

Being with him feels so good.

He’s bouncing and patting little Holly, who decides the world isn’t so scary after all, her little knees tucking up under her, face burrowing into Nick’s shoulder.

I think I’m a little jealous.

Jealous of my own daughter.

This is how far I have fallen in a few weeks?

“How’s life?” he whispers, his tone clearly implying that life as I know it is over.

“I’ve had a good life. A great life. Now this is my new life.”

Holly’s diaper begins making sounds you normally only hear in Lord of the Rings movies featuring the fiery pits of hell. I continue talking, because I’m used to it. It’s not unlike working with a construction crew after the local food truck makes a stop.

Nick is so obviously an experienced dad, because he completely ignores Holly Vesuvius. I take her back from him.

“When you have kids,” Nick says quietly, “it brings up all your own unprocessed issues.”

“What unprocessed issues?” I say, pretending to be offended.

“Like your mother?” His eyebrows shoot up.

“What about my mother?” Even as the words roll off my tongue like a ribbon of error, I regret them.

“She’s a little—”

I interrupt him. “Petty?”

“I would use the word ‘narcissistic.’”

I shrug. “We all view the world through our personal lenses, right?”

“Chloe.”

“She means well.”

“She’s slowly driving you to the brink of collapse.”

“Only the brink. I’ve lived on the brink for long stretches of my life, Nick. It’s not such a bad place to live.”

Holly begins to cry.

“Diaper change,” I announce.

Nick peels her out of my arms and turns away.

“What are you doing?”

“Changing her.”

I gape at him. “Why?”

He frowns. “Because you just said ‘diaper change.’”

“That wasn’t an order,” I say with a laugh that turns onto a yawn. “Just an observation.”

He blinks, slowly. I haven’t quite gotten used to seeing him in his glasses. They’re stylish horn-rim frames and they make him look more distinguished. Not older, just wiser.

And more vulnerable. Messy. Casual.

Holly curls on his shoulder like a turtle that has crawled out of its shell and seeks comfort.

“Maybe I have some unprocessed issues, too, because Simone rarely changed a diaper. She would declare ‘diaper change’ and that meant I should do it.” His eyes go unfocused. He’s clearly two decades in the past.

Gently, so gently, I reach over, sliding my fingertips between his pecs and Holly’s little body, the back of my hand brushing against his bare, slightly-hairy chest where his shirt is unbuttoned as I find the right grasp to take the baby.

“Chloe, no, I—”

I get her in my arms and give him a firm look. “Some patterns can’t be reinforced, even if they’re for the right reasons.”

“That doesn’t mean I’ll never change a diaper!”

“Of course. Just not this one, Nick.” I’m a pro. Holly’s freshened up in under two minutes, and I hand her back to him, triumphant.

“How about we take her for a walk in her stroller?” Nick suggests, using a sing-songy voice, the low timbre of his voice soothing. “If she falls asleep, we can find an outdoor table somewhere for dinner.”

“Food that isn’t microwaved? Dinner that isn’t delivered in a white cardboard carton? What is this planet you live on?”

“Planet Empty Nest,” he whispers as, on his own, he finds the stroller and uses Jedi Mind Tricks to get Holly on her back and snuggled up in the little pod, blankets tucked neatly around her.

Ouch. Not sure what to say to that.

I pop the pacifier in her mouth, then look up at him and say what I’m really thinking.

“You are a god,” I say, completely sincerely, in awe at his prowess.

With babies.

“I hear that a lot.” He shoots me a grin as he reaches for me, warm hands on my waist, the hug delightful even if my face is smashed against Holly’s burp cloth. “Mostly in bed.”

*     *     *

Nick

The joke is awful. Terrible. I’m not on my game, but I have to say something to cover for the “Planet Empty Nest” comment. The look on Chloe’s face feels like a slap.

But I’m not taking it back.

A kiss is a perfect way to delay the chance that I’ll say something stupid again, so I go for it. She melts into me, her body different, looser and more casual, even as I feel the effects of stress and sleep deprivation in the way she holds herself. Chloe tastes good. Great.

And then the baby starts to cry.

Chloe breaks away instantly, practically leaping away from me as if I’d burned her, eyes wild. Her reflexes are primed for newborn care, attention swiftly focused on the baby as she fusses over her in the stroller, muttering aloud about whether to pick her up or not.

“Let’s get her outside in the fresh air,” I say, taking the decision away from her. She looks at me with those big brown eyes, circles under them, the slight slant at the corners somehow deeper, the charm intensified by her vulnerability. With a grateful air, she follows as I steer the stroller out her front door, picking it up and walking down the handful of stairs to the sidewalk.

I turn around to find her gaping at me.

“What?” I ask.

“You did that so effortlessly. I have to turn the stroller around and coax it down, one step at a time, careful to make sure poor Holly doesn’t bunch up at the end like a neatly-folded suit in a carryon.”

Holly’s wiggling under the blanket, trying to decide whether she’s upset or not.

“Let’s move,” I say quietly. Funny how all this baby stuff kicks in after years of not doing it, like riding a bicycle.

Or making love.

Within a minute, the baby has settled down, and Chloe’s squinting in the sun. She looks like a hermit who has lived in a cave for a year and is finally seeing daylight.

We pass by my car. I look at Chloe, then at the box on my backseat. Holly begins to snurgle and Chloe’s distracted, hovering. I seize the chance and pull the box out of the back seat, tucking it in the carriage bottom.

“What’s that?”

I bite back a grin. “You’ll see.” Might as well get this over with. The damn thing is like a bad penny. I assume she’ll throw it away once I give it to her. As we walk, Chloe pushing the stroller now, I begin to have second thoughts.

“Thank you,” she says with a sigh, her shoulders releasing, one hand massaging her own neck. “I’ve been taking her out for walks, but then she cries and I can’t calm her down. You ever start crying with your baby?”

“Can’t say I ever did.”

“It’s pretty embarrassing. Especially when you cry louder than the infant.”

I rest the palm of my hand on her back. She lets out a little sound, so faint I almost don’t catch it. The sweetness in it, the unbearable contentment, makes me want to elicit that sound from her every day.

We walk like this, happy and free, Chloe nattering with great pleasure about Holly’s daily habits, her birthmarks, the way she pulls her fists into her sleeves and how she already sticks her tongue out in imitation. I watch Chloe, who is the same woman I met a month ago, yet she’s different.

She isn’t pregnant. Didn’t give birth.

But she glows.

“How does it feel?” I ask her as we halt at a stoplight, waiting our turn.

“What? Being a mother?”

“How does it feel to have gone through so much work to get here—and now you’re here?”

She blinks, taking in a deep breath, nodding, her mind clearly churning to find the right answer. I like this about her. She doesn’t react.

Chloe processes.

“Inevitable.” She says just one word, then smiles. Her eyes say she’s tired, but her mouth says she’s thrilled.

“That’s one hell of an answer to unpack.”

“Is it? Why?”

The light changes. We begin to enter the crosswalk as an older woman walks in tandem with us, peeking in the stroller.

She beams.

“Congratulations, you two! How old is your baby?”

I damn near freeze in the middle of the crosswalk.

“She’s almost two weeks old,” Chloe answers, smooth as silk. Looking right at me, she smiles, raising one shoulder just enough to say, Go with it.

My throat tightens. My pulse races. I put one foot in front of the other and my hand that rests on Chloe’s shoulder feels like it’s a thousand pounds.

“Beautiful! Is she your first?”

Chloe’s eyes widen. The ruse has gone too far.

“No,” I say truthfully. “She’s not.” I don’t mention that she’s not mine at all.

“Enjoy! They grow up so fast!” The woman pivots to make a left turn. “Mine are in college now. I’d trade the freedom for a day of their babyhood in a heartbeat.”

I can’t feel my feet. I can’t hear traffic. A roar of blood pounds my ears. I’m walking only because of primal programming that warns my rat brain to get out of the way of the big metal predators in the road.

Chloe laughs softly, the sound full of questions.

“That was cute.”

That was something.

Just as we reach the curb, Holly starts to scream, a high-pitched, frantic newborn cry that requires an instantaneous response. Chloe’s arms are under her in seconds, lifting the baby up, the red-faced scream continuing, unabated.

It’s like having fingernails raked down an exposed nerve.

The sound triggers a kind of parenting PTSD in me, taking me back twenty years. My body becomes my twenty-two-year-old self, my eyes overly alert and senses on edge.

“What’s wrong, honeybee?” Chloe coos. “It’s okay.” She makes some shhh shhh shhh sounds to soothe the baby while I stand there, dumbly, blinking in the sunlight.

“Is Elo – um, Holly okay?” Damn. Almost called her by my daughter’s name.

“I don’t know! She doesn’t scream like this.”

And then Holly lets out a frat-boy belch that my brother would approve of.

Spit up pours out of her like a volcano.

Chloe goes into awkward new-parent mode, trying to avoid being a target, while comforting one pissed-off infant.

Breaking out of my trance, I hand her the first thing I find in the carriage bottom.

“Here.”

She begins mopping up Holly, then stops. “Joe?”

Shit. She’s forgotten my name.

“No. Nick.”

Her laugh comes out as a gaspy-wheezy sound, like she’s having an asthma attack. “No, I mean – how did Joe’s old Coldplay t-shirt get into my daughter’s stroller? I thought I got rid of this.” She wrinkles her nose. “It smells like his old cologne.”

I look in the carriage bottom. The top of the shoebox where I stored the auction items bounced off, the contents of the box spilling out. I happened to grab what turns out to be her ex-lover’s t-shirt.

“Um.” My brilliant response rings through the air.

Chloe’s eyebrows go up.

“Nick?”

“If you’re going to mop up baby puke, a Coldplay t-shirt is a great candidate.”

She doesn’t laugh. Damn.

This is going downhill fast. A glimmer of light on water catches my eye.

“Let’s walk to the bridge,” I say, my hand on her back as she puts Holly down. The baby’s front is wet, but she settles in quietly, bubble thoroughly evacuated.

The look on Chloe’s face makes it clear a long explanation is in order.

One more block and we’re at the Charles River, coxswains calling out orders and encouragement to their crew teams, kayakers frolicking in the water. The early fall weather draws people out of their tiny boxes in the city, giving Cambridge an air of vitality. Students fill the streets, going for runs, wearing backpacks, and cluttering the side roads.

“How, exactly, did you come to possess my ex’s t-shirt?”

“It’s a long story.”

She points to the now-sleeping Holly, one corner of her mouth twisting up with mirth. “I’ve got about twenty minutes.”

“Not sure that’s long enough.”

“That’s what she said.” Chloe speaks through the side of her mouth, tone husky and with great affect. But she’s tightly-wound and twitchy.

I groan.

“Spill.”

Bending down, I re-collect Joe’s auction items, placing them carefully in the box, the strap-on centered on top of the rest of the items. I stand up holding a closed parcel.

“Here.” I thrust it at her.

She opens it, nearly choking as she sees what’s on top.

Then she looks at me and says dryly, “Most guys wait until the third date to suggest the strap-on.”

My butthole clenches involuntarily.

“Oh, god,” she groans. “This is, um… I know this particular strap-on.”

“Intimately, I’d imagine.”

She looks up sharply, real anger in her face, and it’s clear I’ve crossed a line.

Damn, she’s hot when she’s pissed.

“This is Joe’s stuff! These are all the items he used to leave at my place while we… when we were…” A speculative horror fills her face. “Why are you gifting me a sex toy Joe bought after seeing Deadpool?” She fishes around the box, horror filling her features. “And no, I did not use it on him! He begged me, but…”

I start to laugh.

“—we never even got to March for International Women’s Day!”

I stop laughing.

Chloe grips the stroller and slowly begins to back away from me, a protective air around her. “What is this, Nick? Did you do something to Joe?”

“Do something?”

“You had him in a headlock that day at the office. Maybe you’ve… hurt him?”

“Hurt him? Hurt him how?”

“How else would you have these very personal items of his?”

“I bought them. Paid $1,077.51 in an auction.”

“Auction? You spent what? You’re not making any sense.”

“Ever heard of a site called Never Liked It Anyway?”

Her hand flies to her mouth. The strap-on drops out of her other hand and plunks softly on the bonnet of Holly’s carriage, rolling slightly to settle into a groove. It looks like a space-age dog toy.

That would be one hell of a game of fetch.

“He didn’t! Joe did not sell my… our… what?” Her face fills with genuine horror and shock.

“You didn’t know?” I’m blown away. “Chloe, the auction was all over social media. One of those three-day phenomenons shared all over Facebook, Tumblr, Snapchat, Twitter – you name it. No one in modern America could have missed it.”

“Henry and Jemma said something about a porn star with a name like mine having an ex sell their sex toys online. It was right in the middle of Li giving birth and disappearing, so I put it out of my head and – oh, my god, Nick, how many people know about this?” She points at the strap-on.

“A few million?” I guess.

“I’m ruined.”

“Not really. Between buying Joe’s auction items and shutting down his account, and having Charlie get a hacker to—”

“Charlie knows about this?”

“Sure.”

“Who else? And how did you find out about it?”

“Elodie.”

“Your daughter found out my ex was selling our shared strap-on and sought you out to tell you?”

Progressive parenting at its finest.

“It didn’t quite go that way.” Although she’s damn close.

Chloe begins to pant slightly, the sound a little too close to hyperventilation for comfort. Holly sucks on her pacifier like it’s an Olympic sport. I feel like I made a terrible mistake, but I can’t take it back.

I glance at the strap-on.

Definitely can’t take that back.

Seizing the item by the dildo end, Chloe pulls her arm back with impressive form. She must have played softball from a young age, because the pitch has perfect arc and aim, flying rubber tip over belt as she releases the strap-on into the throw.

I resist the urge to hum the theme to Wonder Woman.

As the strap-on makes its third mid-air revolution, the bow of a racing shell filled with eight rowers shoots from under the bridge.

Chloe’s throw is perfect.

The strap-on beans the coxswain right in the head.

Then plunks into the water, like a very porny orca at a Sea World aquatics show.

“Hey!” The coxswain looks around wildly, focusing on us. We’re the only two people by the bridge.

And then Chloe kisses me, her mouth tight and fierce against mine, lips bruised as she bangs into me, teeth aching until one hand settles on my shirt, pressing into my ribs, and she softens, the kiss taking new form.

“What’s that for?” I mumble against her mouth, wanting more of it, my hands mimicking hers, one palm on the stroller handle, one on Chloe’s ass.

“For being so deeply depraved.”

“That deserves a kiss?”

“Here’s the problem,” she whispers. “You don’t look like a weirdo.”

“That’s a problem?”

“You look like one of those guys who has his shit together. A grownup. A real one. The kind I find intimidating.”

“Intimidating.”

“Yeah. The kind of guy who would never flash a nipple to a conference room because of a bustier malfunction.”

“That will never happen,” I agree, looking down at my chest.

“The kind of guy who doesn’t make mistakes. Who is guided by certainty.”

“I look like that guy?”

“You are that guy.”

In her eyes, I am.

“Chloe,” I say, kissing her ear. “I’m Nick. I’m a father and a man and a director and a guy. I’m imperfect and uncertain sometimes. I make mistakes and I can be gross and I yell and get upset.”

“You? Gross? Charlie, sure. But not you.”

“Spend enough time with me and you’ll see.”

She answers that with a kiss.

“I knew you were nuanced, though. Suspected it all along, when you wouldn’t smile.”

“Wouldn’t smile?”

“The day we met. I figured anyone who has that kind facial control has some deep layers.”

“I do.”

“And a warped side.” Chloe takes all the other items out of the box and dumps them, one by one, into the river.

She finds her lipstick vibrator last and holds it up, speechless.

“You kept this!”

“Your special O ‘lipstick.” I lean in to her ear and whisper “Bzz bzz.”

Laughing, she considers me. “Didn’t fool you from the start, did I?” She starts to drop it in the water, reconsiders, and tucks it in her bra.

I raise my eyebrows.

With a shrug, she says, “The Charles can have Joe’s strap-on.” She looks back at the water, the sex toy long gone, being nibbled by fishes in its watery grave.

“Never liked it anyway,” she sighs, one hand on the stroller’s handle, the other threading fingers through my own.

*     *     *

Chloe

I can’t believe he’s still here.

If that sounds snarky, it isn’t. I sincerely cannot believe he’s still here. With me. With us. What man would put up with my mother, a cancelled dinner date, a screaming infant, spit-up, his predecessor’s strap-on, possible arrest for assault on an innocent rower, my throwing trash in the Charles River, a long walk on a chilly late afternoon, and a woman who paid absolutely zero attention to him until her child was fed, bathed, and asleep? Not to mention the garbage needed to go out, and as Charlotte announced, there are three loads of unfolded laundry in the living room.

No one else would put up with it, that’s who. Joe would have been out the door two minutes after Charlotte left.

At least my hair is clean. And my underwear (thank god I did all that laundry this morning).

Holly’s deep, even breathing tells me she has finally fallen asleep. I rise from the rocking chair very slowly and move across the darkened room, where I carefully peel her from my chest and lower her into her crib. Wait to see if she stays asleep. Check the baby monitor. Check the thermostat. Tiptoe out. Exhale.

At least, I hope he’s still here?

Heading down the hall, I begin to smell something delicious and realize I am starving. I pass the living room and do a sort of walking double take, backing up a few steps to look.

The room is now lit by candles and the flicker of the fireplace. The cocktail table is set with plates, napkins, and chopsticks in paper sleeves. Champagne glasses are sparkling in the candlelight. There are two large brown paper bags on the floor next to the table. Sinatra is crooning “Just in Time.” There is no laundry in sight.

Nick comes walking in with an open Champagne bottle.

“I figured you like Thai food since I saw the delivery menu in the kitchen drawer,” he says. “I had to guess at what to order, though.” He chuckles. “I waited at the door because I was afraid the doorbell would ring at exactly the wrong time.”

“I can’t believe you did this! It’s amazing!”

“I dialed the number on the menu,” he laughs. “I didn’t cook it myself. Any ten-year-old could produce the same meal, if they can pronounce ‘tom yam goong.’”

“Ten-year-olds can’t pop a Champagne cork, though,” I say, accepting a glass, “and Holly is not allowed to light candles until she is twenty. At least.”

“All three of my children could open a Champagne bottle properly by age eight. No big pops. Just a tiny puff of air. We just have to teach her to point the cork away from her face.”

That “we” hangs there in the air for a moment.

“Let’s eat,” I suggest. I kneel on the floor and pull open the paper bags. Inside are six appetizers and four main course dishes in plastic containers.

“Are we expecting other people?” I ask, confused.

“I wanted to be sure there was something you liked.”

I look in his eyes, and a smile spreads across my face.

“There’s definitely something I like.”

And the food is good, too.

Eventually I lay down my chopsticks, unable to take another bite. Nick stands and picks up our plates.

“No, no!” I protest, unfolding my legs and trying to get up from the floor. “I’ll clear. You’ve done everything so far!”

“Sorry,” he says. “House rule is that mothers of children under three months do not wait on adults. I’ll be right back.”

“But it’s my house!”

“But it’s my rule,” he smiles.

“Wish you had explained that rule to Charlotte,” is all I can say. But I settle back down and enjoy the luxury of being taken care of, just for one night. I am stuffed. Content. As Nick leaves the room, I let myself fall backwards on the carpet, the food and wine and warmth all washing over me.

*     *     *

Nick is seated on my sofa, reading on his iPad. I’m looking up at him from an odd angle. Why?

He notices me. “Hey,” he says softly.

“Hey,” I answer, sitting up stiffly. “Oh no—I fell asleep? I am so sorry!”

“Nothing to be sorry about. You’re exhausted. Come up here.” He touches the sofa next to him, shifting to wrap his arms around me as I sit. He rests his chin on top of my head.

“Soon she’ll sleep through the night. And then she’ll be a teenager, and she’ll sleep till one in the afternoon, and you’ll be trying to wake her up all the time. Every stage has its challenges. As soon as you figure one stage out, they pass through it, and you have to figure out the next one.”

“And you did it alone too. With three of them.”

“Yes, and only two hands.” He chuckles.

“What was the hardest part?”

“Oh, without a doubt, the times when there was supposed to be a mother on the scene. You know, school events, proms, awards. Milestone things. My parents would come sometimes, but it wasn’t the same.”

“Your parents?” I realize I don’t know much about Nick, but I did date his brother.

“My dad died a few years ago,” he explains.

“Oh!” A memory of Charlie’s parents flickers through me. Norm was a tall, lean guy with big hands who spent a lot of time doing woodwork in their garage. Their mother, Celia, was a tough-as-nails kindergarten teacher. “I’m so sorry. What about your mom?”

“Retired. Lives in Florida now.”

“Sounds like they really helped you when the kids were little.”

He shrugs.

I turn and look at him, heartbreak on my face.

“Will it be like that for Holly? Will she miss having a dad terribly?”

The contemplative way that he takes his time before answering is endearing, and it makes me listen carefully. “To be honest, I think it was a lot harder on me than on the kids. For them, it was kind of normal. But as a parent, you just can’t stand for anyone to hurt your child. And I had a lot of anger towards Simone that I had to keep hidden.”

A quiet moment passes, as I think about what he’s told me. This exceptional man.

“I think it’s going to be a little easier for you and Holly. I think there’s more of an understanding now that families look different in many ways, but it’s only the love that matters.”

He picks something up from the floor beside him.

“You started to open this earlier, but you didn’t finish. It’s for Holly.”

He looks so excited, like it’s a gift for him. I separate the tissue paper in the bag and find a flat gift. I pull off the wrapping paper and see that it’s a children’s book with a bright cover featuring an illustration of a little girl and a big dog. The little girl is holding her nose.

“Walter, the Farting Dog,” I read aloud.

I look at Nick.

I am speechless.

“I know I said ‘no princesses,’” I begin, “but…”

He’s shaking with laughter.

“Best. Children’s. Book. Ever.” he manages. “This book got me through story time for years. I can’t wait to read it again.”

“But…” I begin.

“Listen to this!” he interrupts me. “Backstory—”

“Backstory? A children’s book with backstory?”

“Yes! That’s why this is the greatest children’s book known to man. Poor Walter got depressed and ate a twenty-five pound bag of low-fart dog biscuits.”

I’m trying to follow this. I really am.

“Low-fart dog biscuits?” I ask, eyebrows hitting the moon. Note to self: time to get threaded.

“And poor Walter tries to hold in his gas, but then burglars arrive. So he lets it go.” Nick picks up the book and points to the page, trying to read. The man is shaking so hard from laughing that he can’t speak.

“Ah,” I say. I am really trying to understand.

“Look at this picture!” He points to an illustration of a dog actually farting on a veterinarian, who is peering into the dog’s, uh… backside. Tears are now running down Nick’s cheeks.

I suddenly understand what he meant earlier, when he said he could be gross.

I take the book from him and leaf through the first few pages. Where I see this introduction: “For everyone who is misjudged or misunderstood.”

He’s right. This is a book we need on our shelves.

And did he say, “I can’t wait to read it again”?

“Thank you,” I say sincerely. I put the book on the cocktail table. “Thank you,” I whisper, and kiss him.

He’s not laughing now. He’s kissing me back, the kind of kiss that wants more, wants everything.

He’s not laughing as I slide to my knees in front of him.

He’s not laughing as I unbuckle his belt. Unzip his pants. Gently free him, and just in time. He’s rock hard.

“Chloe,” he gasps, as I circle him with my tongue, teasing for a moment. I inhale his intimate scent.

My lips are around him now, moving and sucking, enjoying the connection and the power. Then he begins to move too, fingers threading in my hair, his hands guiding me to his perfect rhythm until I hear him moan and he bursts into my mouth, masculine and delicious.

This is as close as I can get to experiencing what he feels, and I love it.

I love that he loves it.

“That was worth waiting for,” I say, and I smile to myself.

“Incredible,” he’s saying, his breathing ragged, “unbelievable.”

“Come to bed,” I tell him. “You can read Walter at three a.m.”

He gives me a sad smile. “An hour ago, I’d have had to decline, because I had plans with my son. But he texted me.”

“He ditched you?”

“He postponed.”

I stand up and reach my hand toward him. “I’m sorry he did, but his loss is my gain. Now you don’t have to postpone with me.”

Nick stands and grins, following my lead.

And just as we tiptoe past Holly’s room, she begins to cry.


Chapter Sixteen


Nick

“Nick, darling,” Simone says, Jean-Marc carrying her luggage into the guest bedroom. “Guest bedroom” is a stretch – Jean-Marc gave up his bedroom and is crashing on the sofa bed in the living room, home from fall semester for a break in honor of his mother’s appearance. Charlie is couch surfing with a friend. He and Simone were never exactly close.

That’s like saying Donald Trump is just a tad unpopular in Scotland.

“Simone.” I embrace her, kissing both cheeks, polite to a fault. She wears the same perfume, her style unchanged after all these years, body tight and slimly compact, no extra movement wasted. Her dark hair is pulled back into a chic knot at the nape of her neck. She wears bright red lipstick, with tiny wrinkles lining her mouth. Her lower lids bear thick eyeliner, and all those years of narrowed eyes have left her with a cat-like appearance and what would be called “laugh lines” on anyone else etch deeply into her face, like a series of angry scratches.

“You look the same. How long has it been?” Her question is rhetorical. She knows.

“Nearly four years ago. When the twins graduated high school.” Rolf was with her. We spent three hours together. Three hours of watching my kids paraded around for pictures and accolades. Simone excluded me from the rest of her visit on the grounds that Rolf was “too jealous and unstable.”

She didn’t bother to attend Jean-Marc’s graduation, instead flying him and a friend of his choice to spend a special week in Paris with her.

“Four years!” Her smile plays at the corners of her mouth like a surgeon’s thread and needle, stretching as it tightens with precision. “Time has been good to you.”

The leading compliments aren’t designed to flatter me. They’re designed to trigger a similar response from me.

But I’m not Pavlov’s dog any longer.

And Simone’s bell doesn’t work.

“How was your flight?” I ask, gesturing toward the living room, where sofas and Jean-Marc await.

Her lips part, my offensive behavior duly noted as her tongue saves the day, hiding her reaction, tickling the upper line of teeth. One front top tooth slightly overlaps the other, just enough to be endearing. When she smiles, she is symmetrical, her face so aligned she might have been designed rather than born. The curved tooth always added extra charm. Even Simone had a flaw.

“Tedious, as always. Everyone sits with their face in a screen. First class is no different now. And people wear sweatpants.” Her nose crinkles in distaste.

“Maman? Espresso with lemon?”

“Now that is a young man who knows how to treat a woman,” she says with a wink, her red lips spreading with a smile, chin upturned as she calls out to our son. “Oui! And a small glass of cognac, s’il te plaît.”

I say nothing.

“You’ve kept the place exactly the same,” she says in a tone that makes it clear this is not a compliment. “If I look in your closets, I will find the same suits I helped you choose before the children were born.” Her eyes crawl up my body as I stretch on the sofa, one arm across the back, the other clinging to my beer like a life raft. She is cataloguing me in a methodical, seductive manner that would be incredibly arousing if it were any other woman.

If it were Chloe, I would be hard by now, shifting in my seat to adjust myself, mind whirring through all the possibilities such a gaze offered.

But that’s not happening now.

Because it is Simone.

She’s waiting for me to reply. I’ve been in my head and memory too long.

“You would,” I admit. “You had good taste.”

“Had?” She gestures to her dress and earrings, primping her hair jokingly. On the surface, it’s all in good fun.

But I know the Simone underneath, and this is anything but fun.

It is a game, though.

“Have.” I’ll be the gentleman. It costs me nothing.

“We bought this place with nothing, didn’t we?” she says looking around with sad eyes. “My trust fund, your graduate school stipend.”

“And the trust from my accident,” I add. When I was in eighth grade, Charlie and I were playing street hockey one day, out in the street where we grew up in Westwood. A drunk hit us. I broke my arm, Charlie broke a leg, and our parents put the insurance settlement money into a trust for us. When we each turned twenty-one, it was ours.

I invested mine in a down payment for this place.

Charlie’s money went into his first failed business.

“How timely,” she says with a smile. “You received the money from that car accident in your youth just a week before we learned about the twins.”

“And you insisted on buying a home.”

“It was a good investment.”

But I wasn’t, I think, struggling to control two people inside my mind, one trying to override the other, the angry half winning.

“You hated this place from the start.”

“It was a starter home, Nick.” She shakes her head sadly. “Not meant to be a forever home.”

“Was I a starter husband, then?” I say lightly, standing and reaching for the espressos Jean-Marc offers us both, his face neutral, eyes on me.

I don’t do this.

And he’s picking up on it.

He goes back to the kitchen for Simone’s brandy.

You raise babies into toddlers, then preschoolers to tweens, and finally teenagers become young adults, all the while fully formed in their humanity, just needing time to mature and grow. Roots and wings, the saying goes. Children need both.

I’ve given them roots.

Their mother cared more about her own wings than theirs.

“Starter husband? What an American concept,” she says disdainfully, drinking her espresso quickly.

“I think you gave it a French twist,” I add, going into the kitchen, grabbing another beer.

Jean-Marc’s face lights up. “Dad?” He’s looking at the bottle in my hand.

“Of course you may,” Simone interrupts, waving her hand. “Drink. Another stupid American concept. You can fight in a war but not have a glass of wine.”

It’s the first time Jean-Marc’s asked since he came home from college. He’s nineteen now.

“Sure,” I concede. I need all the points I can get.

Simone watches me, eyes calculating, taking in the change. “Why don’t you drink some Cabernet, Jean-Marc?”

He cracks a beer and stands next to me across the living room.

Solidarity takes on many forms.

“Maman!” The moment is broken by Elodie and Amelie’s twin shrieks as they barrel through the front door, glomming onto Simone like barnacles. She gives them double-cheeked kisses and fusses with Amelie’s new haircut.

“Trés chic!” Simone declares, holding Amelie’s chin between her thumb and index finger, checking the angle over and over. “You look five years older!”

Amelie beams.

I unclench a millimeter. The kids are always happy to see Simone.

“And Elodie, I expect to meet Brandon. You’ve told me so much about him.”

Elodie’s eyes instantly grow shiny with unspilled tears. “Oh. Um, we broke up.”

“When?” The question comes out like an accusation.

I re-clench.

“Three weeks ago.”

“Oh. Well, you are a beautiful, intelligent young woman. He was stupid to leave you.”

“I dumped him, Maman.”

“Why?”

“Because he hooked up with someone else.”

“Hooked up?”

“He screwed someone else,” Jean-Marc announces, giving Elodie the side-eye.

“Shut UP!” The two begin squabbling.

Simone and I exchange a rare look of sympathy.

And then we laugh together for the first time in fifteen years.

It doesn’t last long, as Jean-Marc, Elodie, and Amelie stop dead in their tracks – both physical and verbal. Simone reaches for my arm, the butterfly touch of her fingertips against my wrist making electricity shoot through me.

Not the kind I like.

The kind that says you’re being stalked by a wild game animal.

The laughter dies in my throat as I realize three sets of curious, very wary eyes are on us.

Our children have not seen us in the same room together in years. Once the girls turned sixteen, they insisted on being independent with their flights to France. I no longer accompanied them. Simone came for their high school graduation nearly four years ago. That was the last time the kids saw us together, and the day was interminably fake.

Of course it was.

Rolf was there.

This feels odd. Off. My protective sense goes into high gear, ears perked, arms and legs filling with pumping blood, ready to shift into danger mode. Simone smiles, her face sweet and genuine for a flicker of time, just enough to make me think of how she looked the day we met on campus during my freshman orientation at RISD, her senior year. The age difference never bothered me; she seemed to enjoy it.

She is from a family with money, a long line of famous sculptors to royalty throughout Europe.

She was a rare bird, exotic and alluring.

I was the solid American, dashing and new.

New World met Old World.

She colonized me.

“The concert starts in three hours. I have to be there early!” Amelie says, making me pay attention to her. Dressed in a classic black suit, the jacket high-waisted, the skirt long and flowing, she’s elegant, hair perfect, face done with makeup that is understated and nuanced, designed to show off high cheekbones and a stateliness I’ve never seen in her before.

“We’ll be right behind you,” I tell her with a smile. Simone watches me.

Not Amelie.

“You have VIP tickets, so you don’t have to rush, Daddy.”

Simone stiffens at the word Daddy. She’s always preferred Papa.

Which is why I’m Dad and Daddy. She got to name the kids. I chose what they call me.

“But we need to park,” Jean-Marc adds with a laugh, then a small belch. I notice his beer bottle’s empty. “And the nearest garage is a hike.”

“I’ll drive,” I say, raising my eyebrows at his bottle.

“Of course,” Simone says, her hand still on my wrist, remaining. “As it always was.”

As it always was.

*     *     *

My daughter – our daughter – delivers a flawless performance for her concert.

And all Simone can do is critique.

“Your articulation on the reed needs more precision,” she says, her voice all business. I’ve wondered whether Amelie chose to play oboe because she thought it would bring her closer to Simone. Would offer some affinity, or just a sense of approval.

If that was her motivation, it’s backfired horribly.

From the look on Amelie’s face, it’s time to intervene. What is Simone’s purpose in coming to this concert? I spent the better part of the performances mulling over her presence. Why now? Why this event?

Just… why?

Covert glances from her during the concert look like flirting. That touch on my wrist. The laugh. The flattery.

She’s not coming on to me.

Impossible.

Sixteen years ago, she decided we were done. And when Simone is done with something, it doesn’t exist for her.

Yet here she is, done to the nines and talking to me as if we’ve been separated all these years by pure happenstance. Circumstance.

Fate.

And not intent.

“Maman!” Elodie comes up from the rear, hooking her arm in Simone’s, interrupting the stream of French coming out of her mother, all of it advice on how Amelie could hold the instrument better. “Where are we going for dinner?”

“We?” Simone’s gaze flits to me. “Oh, chérie, we can have dinner tomorrow en famille, together. I hoped to spend some time alone with your father this evening.”

You would think that Simone had just said she’d found Chloe’s ex’s strap-on in my bedroom closet and was about to use it on Rolf at the Esplanade during a Boston Pops concert.

“What?” All three of our children ask the same question in unison.

And they look at me when they ask.

I frown, turning to Simone in amazement.

“What?” I echo.

She laughs, the sound throaty and sensual. “Oh, Nick. You act as if I’m asking for the moon.”

A slightly different analogy, but let’s go with it.

“A steak and some wine and good conversation to catch up on all these years is what I ask.” She smiles at Amelie, who is dissolving under the surface but putting on a good front. “You understand, chérie. Tomorrow is for you. Tonight is for the adults.”

Jean-Marc’s nostrils flare. He and Elodie exchange a glance without moving a muscle.

“No. Simone, I—”

Amelie interrupts me, blinking hard, chin up and defiant. “It’s fine, Daddy.” She gives a tinny laugh that makes one of the chambers of my heart stop working. “You have your dinner tonight. We’ll get Maman for a whole day instead, tomorrow.”

“Yes,” Simone says, beaming with approval. Amelie is on board, locked and loaded, in place as expected. That’s all that counts for Simone. What might be churning under the surface does not matter. The words Amelie says, the compliance, are enough.

I had forgotten what it felt like to live in a box. Watching my daughter rein in her expectations, right in front of the woman drawing the edges, is too much.

“But—”

An imperceptible head shake from Amelie and wider, blinking eyes are the only signs I get from my daughter, who is simultaneously fighting an inner battle and learning the art of decorum. “Daddy, it’s fine.” The vocal fry at the end of her sentence sears me. These are new dynamics. When did my children become complex, emotionally-nuanced social beings?

It is anything but fine. I open my mouth to argue, but shut it abruptly.

My kids can fight their own battles.

And so can I.

“Fine,” I say, a bit gruff, turning to Simone. I name an Italian place in the North End that she hates.

She wrinkles her nose.

I don’t react. Simone always despised my poker face.

From her reaction, she still does.

Tough shit.

I pull Amelie into a hug and whisper fiercely, “You can tell her no. You can.”

“It’s easier this way,” she whispers back. I can hear the fear in her voice. I know what she’s afraid of.

She’s not afraid of Simone. Not afraid of disappointing her.

Amelie is afraid of letting go of the pretend mother who lives only in her imagination.

The real one in front of her, the one scowling at me for choosing a restaurant I know she hates, has already disappointed her.

She cannot let go of the imaginary one just yet.

And I cannot help her. The realization hits me hard, the wind knocked out of me as I nearly choke on my own understanding.

Elodie’s hugging me, then I get a clap on the back from Jean-Marc, and they’re off, walking toward the T, the girls arm in arm and with huddled heads, Jean-Marc’s head down as he texts someone.

“They’re so mature,” Simone says, in a tone that says homeostasis has been achieved.

“They get it from their father.”

“If you were mature, you would not torture me with inferior Italian food.”

“Let’s not crack open this topic.”

“Fine.” She pouts. “I’ll suffer in silence. For you.”

When the world has only one camera lens and it’s your eyes, any other perspective feels like an invasion. I’ve no doubt she’ll suffer.

But not in silence.

We walk slowly, her heels an impediment, my ability to engage in small talk long gone.

Bzzz.

A text. From Chloe.

Parenting manuals don’t mention the need for a hazmat suit, tongs, and a never-ending ability to sing Mac the Knife until you’re hoarse.

I smile.

“Something funny?” Simone doesn’t look at me, staring straight ahead, blinking.

“Something poignant.”

I become my son as I walk, half-aware of the sidewalk, mostly focused on my glass screen.

Consider a change in tune, I text back.

Suggestions?

Every suggestion that pops into my mind involves sex.

Honesty is the best policy.

I can’t think about lullabies when you’re texting me. All I can think about is you, I reply.

Simone huffs. “Must you text and walk at the same time?”

“Work,” I mutter.

You wouldn’t want to see me. I’m wearing eau de formula and I think I have dried pee on the hem of my shirt, Chloe texts back. From yesterday, she adds.

No power underwear? I answer, smiling.

We turn a corner and the front door to the restaurant appears. I halt.

“You’re not really texting for work, are you?” Simone asks, her voice dripping with suspicion.

“A colleague,” I say. Which is technically true.

Power bustier currently doubling as a diaper-changing pad on sofa, Chloe texts back. Sexy. I know.

She doesn’t know. She really doesn’t know.

“Nick!” Simone’s angry hiss makes my name sound like a rebuke. “You picked this place. Be a gentleman and deal with the maître d’!”

TTYL, I type slowly, not caring about the sunburn I’m getting from Simone’s heated glare.

SOS, Chloe replies, then adds a wink.

I say two sentences to the man in the white coat and black tie, we’re seated, two martinis ordered, and then Simone demands, “I’ve never seen you that happy about a work issue.”

“There’s a lot you’ve never seen about me, Simone.” The glow from the quick interchange with Chloe is wearing off.

Fast.

Tends to happen when you talk to an ice queen.

“Is it that woman?”

“That woman?” I don’t like her tone.

“The one the children told me you’re dating.”

My turn to narrow my eyes and study her.

She doesn’t like it.

I say nothing, but I don’t break eye contact.

She squirms. Funny. She never squirmed before when confronted.

“Good for you,” she finally says, then sips her martini, evaluating the quality. From her expression, she’s satisfied. Barely. “I’d assumed you’d been a monk all these years. The children never mentioned any women.”

“We’re not going to talk about my love life, Simone.”

Her eyes widen. “I wasn’t talking about your love life, Nick. I was talking about your sex life.”

“The fact that you don’t realize they can be the same thing tells me nothing’s changed.”

Her face turns ugly. Deeply ugly, with a pent-up anger that a part of me jumps to soothe. I’m able to stop myself. Old habits run deep, but they’re not etched in my core any longer.

She shakes it off, clearly working hard within to find that delicate balance that gives her a feeling of control. “I’m glad to hear you’ve found some joy. Have you been dating her long?”

“I’m not going to talk about her.”

“Chloe, is it? You can’t stay away from French women,” she says with a smile and a wink, moving with feline grace as she crosses her legs, leaning back in the chair, her smile flirtatious and dangerous.

I start to argue that Chloe isn’t French. This is a trap, though. The best way not to engage is to withhold.

That’s how the last two years of our marriage worked. Simone poked and demanded, and I withdrew.

And then she left.

“I can’t stay away from some women,” I say with a laugh, pulling out my phone and typing just as the waiter brings a bread basket. I look up from the phone, ignoring Simone, and order for us both. As she stares at me, nonplussed, I type out a text.

I’ll save you. Say the word. Can I come over tonight?

But I don’t hit Send.

Not yet.

“You’re different.” Simone’s statement makes me look up, placing the phone face down on the table. I dip a piece of bread into the olive oil the waiter just plated and fill my mouth with something other than a retort.

Mouth full as I chew, I just shrug.

“Harder.”

I check in below the belt.

Nope.

“More authoritative.”

I raise my eyebrows and look at her.

“More commanding. You’ve come into your own, Nick. And I deserve some of this.”

It takes everything in me not to choke on the focaccia. A piece of rosemary pokes my tonsil. The martini washes all the uncertainty away.

“You deserve what exactly, Simone?”

“I never thought this would be easy.”

“What would be easy?” A preternatural sense of unease creeps through my skin, making my hands clench, thighs tighten, body priming for battle.

“Testing the waters. Seeing what’s left between us.”

Instinct is a double-edged sword. I didn’t want to believe it. Didn’t think the signs she was sending were real. Couldn’t fathom that this was happening. Thought I was making it up.

No.

Simone is coming on to me.

“What’s left between us are three beautiful, kind, good children we produced, Simone. And that’s all.”

Caprese salad is delivered. I dig into mine. Simone orders a vodka soda with lime.

Guess the martini didn’t meet her standards after all.

“That’s all?”

Flavor explodes in my mouth as I chew, the fresh basil sweetening my thoughts. She’s looking at me with bedroom eyes, and I can’t help myself.

I pick up my phone and push the damn Send button, then set it back down.

I smile.

She smiles.

“Thank you,” I say.

She leans in, her mouth tight and loose at the same time, her eyes victorious. Simone looks like the cat that ate the canary.

“For what?”

“For clarity.”

Bzzzz.

I check my phone.

k, says the text.

I blink. I look at Simone. Amelie’s face flashes through my mind, a snapshot of the moment Simone shunted them off, picking dinner with me over the kids yet again.

Deserve. What does Simone deserve? She doesn’t deserve whatever she wants from me. A reconciliation? A roll in the hay for old time’s sake? Something in between, more likely.

I’ll give her a taste of her own medicine.

My body decides before I do, the napkin against my mouth, folded on the table as I stand, shoving my phone in my back pocket.

“I’m so sorry, Simone. I’m having a work crisis. A colleague needs me.”

She flinches, her swan’s neck graceful, pulse thready and quivering at the hollow of her throat, where the skin is suddenly flushed with anger. “What?”

I pull out my wallet and throw a handful of twenties on the table, a sense of power building in me. Her face is tipped up in shock, eyes tracking my movements, her expression one of disbelief.

“I’m sure you’ll be well taken care of by the waiter, Simone. Perhaps you can call the children and invite them to join you. I can’t have dinner tonight.”

“You’re leaving me for her.”

“No.” And this is the truth. “I’m leaving because I have to go save someone.”

Not Chloe.

Me.

*     *     *

I wait at her door after pressing the bell. Feels like ninth grade, when I asked Mary Elizabeth Manning to the Valentine’s Dance, and had to stand in the cold, wearing an ill-fitting suit, wondering what the hell I’d gotten myself into, but unable to undo it.

The door opens.

Chloe’s there, hair in a messy topknot, wearing an Ed Sheeran concert t-shirt and brightly-patterned leggings. No make-up, and she’s holding Holly on one hip. The baby is playing with Chloe’s ear like it’s the best toy ever.

“Nick. Hi.” She looks down at herself. “As you can tell, I made a big effort.”

God, I’ve missed her.

I kiss her cheek, then Holly’s, trying to hide my disappointment that the baby’s awake. They both smell like lavender lotion.

“You look fabulous, as always.”

She ignores the compliment. “I’m about to put Miss Fussypants down for the night. Come in!” She shivers. I take her up on the offer, crossing into the warmth of her place.

Holly stares at me, bouncing slightly in Chloe’s arms.

Her eyes are so wide.

Wide awake, that is.

“Why the sudden visit?”

I haven’t been honest with Chloe. Didn’t say a word about Amelie’s concert and Simone being in town. I regret it. If I mention it now, my sudden appearance will rub her the wrong way.

If I say nothing, chances are good she’ll find out one day, assuming…

Assuming this isn’t just a short-term relationship.

“Just missed you. Missed talking.”

“Talking?” That seductive eyebrow arches, curling like a hand around the base of my shaft.

“Everything. I missed everything about you, Chloe.”

Holly yanks a piece of Chloe’s hair hard enough to make her yelp, tears filling her eyes.

Holly stares at her mother in wonder, then turns to me and grins.

“Sadist,” Chloe mutters, bopping Holly on the nose with great affection. “You infant sadist.” The casual way Chloe welcomes me into her place, how she chats with her baby, the way I’m just here, out of the blue, and that’s fine, makes my edginess that much worse.

It shouldn’t.

It does.

The dissonance between my hours with Simone and these two minutes with Chloe and Holly is so extreme, it’s like I’m living parallel lives in two different universes. Two different Nicks. Two different paths.

I want slow, languid time with Chloe. Explorative, contemplative time. I want hours at wine tastings and long walks on the beach, rented houses in Wellfleet and red-eye flights to Rome. We can have that.

We could have had that.

Holly nuzzles Chloe’s neck.

I could have that.

Chloe’s at the beginning of a life lived in quicktime, where every day feels like a race to get to the end, the finish line resetting itself every sleep-deprived morning. Her batteries will hold a charge less and less over time, and just when she thinks she can’t take it anymore – the baby will become a child. Sleep will re-enter her life, but a new set of challenges abound.

I’m at the end of the long tunnel of parenting, the arched doorway of light in the near distance.

Which Nick do I choose?

And where would I fit into Chloe and Holly’s life?

“Grab a beer,” Chloe tells me. “This could take a while. Have to read her Guess How Much I Love You before bed, then rub her back until she closes her eyes.”

“No Walter the Farting Dog?”

She pauses and turns around, giving me a mock angry look. “You’ve ruined my daughter with that story.”

“Then my work is done.”

“And she doesn’t even understand the words yet.”

Chuckling, she heads down the hallway while I make myself at home. Two bottles of my favorite beer are in the refrigerator.

I’ll take that as a sign.

Twenty minutes later, Chloe’s ass walks into her living room. Just her ass, as she tiptoes backwards in an exaggerated creeping motion.

“What are you doing?” I whisper, loosened by the beer, relieved to be away from Simone.

“Shhhh,” she answers, barely audible.

“Did you say the ritual prayer? Sacrifice a goat to the druid god of sleep?”

She smiles and turns to me, arms in the air like an Olympic gold medalist. “Ah! I did it! Baby asleep.” She does a silent victory dance. Hmmm.

No bra. Nice.

We both pause, because the sleep gods do not reward hubris.

No cry.

“C’mere,” I order, pulling her into my lap. She’s on me, straddling, more aggressive than I could have hoped, her tongue tangling with mine, hands everywhere, supercharged.

“I don’t know how long we have,” she moans against my mouth, hands pulling at the tails of my shirt, yanking the cloth up, palms on my skin in seconds as I strip her shirt off, one rosy nipple in my mouth.

Which means I can’t answer her.

She doesn’t seem to mind.

Tell her about Simone.

The thought makes me startle, tensing. There’s a time and place for everything, and Chloe’s unzipping my pants right now, pulling me out and palming me.

Last person I want to mention is my ex-wife.

We stand, quickly undressing, and then she shoves me onto the sofa, rolls on a condom that comes out of thin air, climbs on board, and sweet god, I’m encased in warm, wet perfection.

This night has not gone as planned.

A moment ago, I was worried about where I fit into Chloe and Holly’s life.

I know where I fit in Chloe.

“Oh,” she gasps, the outbreath of pleasure tickling my ear, her heat maddening. I reach between us and touch her sweet spot, knowing she’ll tighten, familiar enough with her body to stroke her in ways that damn near guarantee she’ll come, and come hard, in my arms.

“There,” she moans, then urges me at her breast. I bite, a little harder than I should, my restraint so thin it’s about to snap. We’re slick with sweat and I’m wild-eyed with the speed of change, until my orgasm catches me before I can catch it, my body roaring up, hers matching my rhythm, Chloe biting my shoulder as she screams quietly, the pain enhancing our joining.

My thumb stays on her clit, knowing I can give her more, slow and steady as—

“Waaahhhhh!”

Holly shrieks from down the hallway.

Chloe falls backwards off me, like a spider blown by a gale-force wind onto its back, legs and arms flailing.

I catch her, but it takes precision I don’t possess to avoid falling completely. We tumble, my hands bracing the impact, our naked, awkward bodies sticky and inelegant.

“WAAAHHHHHHHHH!”

Deprived of instant comfort, Holly’s screams ratchet up. Without a word, Chloe disentangles herself from me and lurches down the hallway, calling out nonsense words in advance of her mother’s soothing touch.

I’m on the floor, on my naked ass, sitting on my discarded pants.

What the hell am I doing?

Scrambling, I dress quickly and dispose of the condom, assuming that when Chloe reappears, she’ll have something on as well. My mind jumps from thought to thought, scattered like dandelion seeds on the wind, all the thoughts in one direction but without any rhyme or reason.

I left Simone, abandoned in a restaurant she hates, to find comfort with Chloe.

And here I am, about as uncomfortable as I can be.

“Hey,” Chloe says, re-appearing in a loose bathrobe, a red-faced, tear-streaked Holly in her arms. “Looks like she has a new tooth coming in.” Chloe’s doe eyes meet mine, her bewildered expression filled with regret and questions.

“Right.”

We smile at each other.

“That was, um…” Chloe searches for the right word.

“Intense.”

“Yes.”

“I should—” I point toward the door.

She nods slowly. “Right.” Her face falls.

“Chloe – I don’t want you to think I run around doing this all the time.”

“Doing…?”

“Showing up at women’s doors having a quickie.”

“Really? You’re not the booty call type? Because I hate to break it to you, Nick, but that’s what you just did.” Her words come with a heavy dose of amusement.

The words booty call hit me like an arrow to the crotch.

“Booty call?” That’s what my kids call it.

“You know. Call or text a woman. See if you can come over. Netflix and chill…”

I groan. “That’s not what this is. That’s not who I am.”

“I know.”

“You do? How?” Because I’m not sure who I am right now. Tell me, I want to ask. Tell me who the hell I am.

She shrugs. Holly grabs a fistful of her hair. “Because we didn’t do the Netflix part.”

I groan again.

“And because I can just tell. You have integrity. I can trust you.”

Tell her about Simone.

“Chloe, I—”

Holly starts to cry, the sound one of pain.

“I have to go,” Chloe says sadly. “Time for some ibuprofen and a long night.”

I almost offer to stay. It’s reflexive, the impulse to provide assistance.

I fight instinct and don’t say a word.

Instead, I kiss her on the cheek, offer a peck for Holly, and make my way quietly into the cold, stark night.

The slap of icy air does not provide clarity.

Damn it.


Chapter Seventeen


Chloe

My mother is back from Paris, recovered, and in need of a massage after a day of “helping” me.

We pull into my parking space at O, Charlotte, Holly, and of course me, the driver. Or at least we try to pull in, but there is another car in my spot. A decrepit Hyundai that looks like it may have once been red.

Great.

“Okay, Plan B,” I say. “I will double park at the front entrance, set up the stroller, put Holly in it, and you can take her to my office. I’ll find a place to park on the street.”

“I’m sorry, Chloe, but I don’t have time. My massage appointment is in seven minutes.”

I just look at my mother. She shrugs, the innocent victim of circumstance.

I drop her at the front door. She waves cheerily as the doorman opens it for her.

I circle the block four times.

When I finally stagger into the reception area, there’s no one at the desk. A few seconds later, Carrie pops around the corner and looks at me. At us.

“May I help you?” she says frostily.

“Actually, yes, you may. Can you take this diaper bag to my office?”

There’s a pause as she studies me.

“Chloe?”

I smile weakly.

“Oh my god! I didn’t know you were coming in! I didn’t recognize you! Is that the baby? I thought you didn’t return to work for another week?”

Bite back sarcastic reply.

“I don’t. We’re here for my mother. It’s a muscle emergency.”

By now, Carrie’s astonishment has drawn attention. Holly’s stroller is surrounded by a crowd of women, all cooing in high-pitched voices and all with their backs to me. I am invisible.

Which is a good thing under the circumstances.

In the flurry of getting Holly dressed to impress on her first visit to O, I sort of forgot about myself. She is wearing a tiny sundress, something Charlotte picked up in Switzerland. The skirt has a border of hand painted wildflowers, and it came—inexplicably—with a matching handkerchief. To dry my tears of joy when I am overcome by her sweetness, presumably.

I, on the other hand, am perhaps not at my best.

I didn’t really have time to change my clothes, what with getting Holly ready and packing her bag and the equipment, and making a salad for lunch. Charlotte wanted a glass of Sancerre, so I opened that, and then I made up my bed with fresh sheets for Howard’s arrival tonight.

We were just out the door when I heard a little noise. Everybody back inside for a diaper change.

Anyway, I’m still in the black Athleta dress and espadrilles I wore to the North End this morning on yet another pastry run for my mother. Was it only this morning? Looking down, I see remnants of powdered sugar at the hem. I brush at it but it doesn’t improve.

I am holding the crumpled-up Swiss handkerchief, which I have been using to blot the perspiration from my face.

No wonder Carrie didn’t recognize me. I don’t recognize me.

“I’ll just be in my office,” I offer, but no one hears me. I clear my throat. “Carrie, could you join me?”

I leave the door open so I can listen for crying—Holly’s, that is.

“What’s going on today?” I ask Carrie. My desk is covered with papers, fabric samples, magazines. I hate that.

“Big private party tonight,” she answers, sitting down across from me. “It was a last-minute booking, but we pulled it together. A divorce celebration. In fact, the woman throwing the party will be here in twenty minutes to finalize details. Catering is tearing their hair out.”

I nod, flipping through the piles on my desk. “Could you call security for me? There’s a junker car parked in my spot. It needs to be towed.”

Both hands fly to her mouth. “It’s my car! I’m so sorry! I didn’t know you were coming in, and your spot is so much closer to the door than mine!”

“All right, no problem, but could you move it before my meter expires?”

“I’ll do it right now.” She bolts out the door.

This is the first time I’ve been completely alone in weeks. And right on cue, I hear the faint sounds of an infant working up to fuss. The receptionist appears at the door, wheeling the stroller.

“Um, Chloe?”

“Thanks, Hayley.”

“And there’s a client here to see Carrie about her party? But Carrie just ran out. What should I tell her?”

“I’ll meet with her. You can send her in.”

I pick up the now-outraged Holly, and pull a bottle and a burp towel out of the bag. All sorts of interesting and unusual sounds can be heard in the halls of O, but a crying baby is completely new.

As I’m trying to settle in my chair for Holly’s feeding, Hayley reappears. Behind her is a slightly heavy woman in a white skirt and a red-and-hot-pink silk halter. She’s not tall, but her four-inch fuchsia heels add height. She is wearing so much heavy gold jewelry, I don’t know how she stands up under the weight. Her dark brown hair has clearly just been blown out.

“This is Ms. Silverman,” Hayley announces. “Ms. Silverman, this is Chloe…”

I attempt to stand up, but drop the bottle in my hand, which must not have been closed tightly, because the top pops off and formula makes a thick greyish puddle on the carpet. Holly cries louder.

Ms. Silverman takes an involuntary step back.

“Please come in,” I call over the noise. My hair has come loose and is hanging in my face as I try to mop up the mess with the burp towel. “This will just take a second, and then we can talk. Please sit down.”

She sits, carefully, looking at the chair seat first. I get out another bottle and sit back down with Holly. Mercifully, silence falls.

“I’m so sorry,” I start. “I’m a new mother, and this is the first time I’ve brought the baby to work. Just need to get into a routine here. Let’s talk about your party tonight.”

She looks at me doubtfully. “I have twenty-five friends coming,” she begins. “Starting at 5:00, for spa services, then drinks, dinner, and entertainment. I want everything to be perfect. You know, the fourth space? Rest, relax, indulge? You can handle this, right?”

At those words, my mind goes blank. Rest. Relax. Indulge.

“I’m getting a divorce,” she continues. “We’re celebrating my new life, my freedom. From that lying, cheating, egotistical, high-maintenance alcoholic I was married to.”

“I know the type,” I mutter.

“Seven years! Seven years of waiting for him to come home at night! Finding thongs in his pockets, scratches on his back, lipstick in places it should not be! And lately he always smells of lemon verbena perfume, when I wear Chanel No. 5! Never marry a lawyer, that’s my advice. They know how to hide the truth. For a while, anyway.” She makes a bitter sound. “But now I’m free.”

Lemon verbena perfume? Lawyers? I look at her closely. But I don’t know anyone named Silverman.

“So tonight has to be perfect. I don’t care what it costs. Now that I don’t have to pay for Joe’s expenses anymore, my money is my own. Can I see the menu, please?”

I just stare at her. I do not move. I do not breathe. If I had a paper bag, I would put it over my head.

Joe.

“Of course, Ms…Silverman? Let me see if Carrie is back at her desk. She’s been managing your event.”

“Silverman is my maiden name. I’m taking it back. I’m not really used to it yet.” She smiles, a bit shyly.

“Carrie?” I say into the phone. “Can you come in here, please, and bring Ms… Silverman’s… information.”

Immediately there’s a quick knock on my door frame, but it’s Henry. Shockingly, he is dressed in street clothes, khaki pants, a button-down shirt, my god, even a belt. Behind him is Ryan. Henry half-pulls, half-pushes Ryan into the room. He is wearing a Captain America outfit.

Minus most of the costume.

Ryan is wearing a mask, a red, white and blue shoelace thong, and he is holding a shield.

Henry is beaming with pride. Ryan looks miserable and murderous at the same time.

“We’ve got the costumes,” Henry announces. “Carrie sent us in to show you. There wasn’t a lot of time, but I think we’ve nailed it.”

Our client rises to her feet and circles Ryan with obvious approval.

“This is fantastic!” she breathes.

Ryan perks up slightly. I swear the tattoos on one arm swell of their own accord.

Henry holds out a hand. “Henry Holliday,” he says smoothly. “O’s master masseur and costume designer.”

Oh please.

“Wait until you see Iron Man.” Henry winks.

I hold back my shudder.

So does poor Ryan.

The client puts her manicured hand in his, looking up. Way up. “I’m Marcy Silverman.”

And there you have it. Marcy. Confirmed.

On my first visit back to O, I am helping Joe’s wife arrange her divorce party. While feeding my baby. You can’t make this stuff up.

And I haven’t had my eyebrows threaded in weeks.

Holly has stopped taking her bottle, about halfway through. I raise her to my shoulder and rub her back while watching Henry and Marcy discuss what the servers will wear. Or not wear. Henry is sketching something on a pad. He uses an economy of strokes.

Holly, good girl that she is, produces an impressive belch. There’s a brief pause. And I feel something warm running down my shoulder and neck. And back.

Where the hell is Carrie?

The office intercom speaks: Chloe Browne, you have a call on Line Two.

Without thinking, I reach for the phone, but before I can pick it up Marcy turns around. She blinks, and then her eyes travel from me, to Holly, to the spit-up formula splashed all over my dress.

“You’re Chloe Browne?” she asks in obvious disbelief.

“Um,” I say definitively. “Well. Um, yes?”

“That is very strange,” Marcy says slowly. “Very coincidental.”

“Oh? Do you, ah, do you know someone by that name? Not an unusual name, really. Fairly common, in fact. Lots of Chloe Brownes out there.” I am babbling. “Someone even told me there’s a porn star with that name. Funny, right?”

I laugh. She doesn’t join in.

“My former husband’s girlfriend was named Chloe Browne.”

She takes a step toward me, and I turn in my chair, shielding Holly. But all Marcy does is inhale deeply.

“I thought I smelled lemon in here, but all I smell now is sour milk. It couldn’t be you.”

Henry has backed up to the wall. I imagine a hostage being held at gunpoint would look more comfortable.

“It was me, Marcy,” I hear myself say, my voice trembling. “But I ended it. I’m so sorry. I thought he was divorcing you, and he told me…”

“Oh you poor thing,” she interrupts. “You believed everything he said, didn’t you? That lying dog. He lied to both of us for years. And look at you now, an unwed mother, trying to hold down a paying job! That tiny-pricked, slobbering snake of a festering twatwaffle!”

“No, no no no!” I am horrified. “You have the wrong idea! This is my baby!” But I do like her abundantly creative mastery of insults.

“Brave, brave girl.” Marcy is undeterred. She takes out her phone. “But don’t you worry, you’re not alone. I’m going to take care of all your expenses, nannies and private school and college. That slimy bastard whoreson of an asshat. My family foundation will take care of everything. Joe and I never had children. You and I will raise his child together. What’s your cell number?”

“Ms. Silverman, Marcy,” I start. “This is not Joe’s baby.”

She looks up from her phone. “Really.” Her eyes narrow. “There were others? You had a DNA test?”

“I adopted. She’s just mine. No paternity test needed.”

She processes this. “You really are a brave girl,” she says finally. “Come to my party tonight. Get a babysitter. We’re both free of him. A new life for both of us.”

“Thank you, Marcy,” I say with real gratitude. “I can’t, but thank you so much.”

I stand, still clutching Holly to my shoulder, and move to hug her. She leans in but suddenly pulls back, and I realize that only someone wearing a hazmat suit would hug me now.

Henry grabs Ryan’s arm and they sidle out of the room. As they exit, Carrie enters. She has folders in one hand and a small tray of dessert samples in the other. She walks by Ryan, then spins on one heel in a classic double take. She bursts into incredulous laughter, then catches my eye and tries to swallow it.

Ryan raises his shield to hide his face.

“Carrie! Why don’t you take Ms. Silverman to the conference room to finish your meeting? I think everything is in really good shape.”

I smile at Marcy, and she smiles right back.

O, the fourth space.

*     *     *

I’m going back to work full time in one week. One week. And everyone from our pediatrician to the supermarket checkout clerk says I need to get this baby on a schedule.

Actually, I’m not sure what this means. And I have no clue at all how one would accomplish it. How do you motivate an infant? Threaten to take away her cell phone? Or maybe the reward system is better—if you finish your cereal I’ll let you binge-watch Sesame Street?

Anyway, in an effort to establish predictable nap times, on this sunny afternoon, I am taking Holly on a snooze cruise of Back Bay while my mother recovers from her massage at my place. Holly is tucked warmly into her stroller with her binky and stuffed bunny. I am able to study the display windows of all the chic Newbury Street shops, heading for the Public Gardens. There I plan to sit on a bench in a warm place and read a novel while she sleeps.

Like a Beacon Hill nanny, but older.

Except she doesn’t sleep.

She scowls, she spits out her binky, she wrestles with her blankets. She is dissatisfied. She makes threatening sounds.

Determined, I keep walking. Through the Gardens, past the Skating Pond, over to Charles Street. Past the antiques dealers and the cafes. I’m about to give up and head toward the Red Line stop when I realize I’m about two blocks from Nick’s.

Is dropping in cool?

At his house, I could change her diaper, refill my water bottle, warm up for ten minutes.

Okay, let’s be honest. I can do all those things in a coffee shop. I just want to see him.

This is so high school.

I turn onto his street, which climbs steeply uphill. The sidewalks here are antique brick, charming but so uneven that I can barely push the stroller forward. Holly is being rocked wildly from side to side. Finally I resort to walking backwards and dragging the stroller up after me. Here’s a plus: I definitely do not need to work out after this.

Finally the street levels off a bit. I check Holly.

Sound asleep. Go figure.

Well, I’m here now, in front of Nick’s townhouse. After the trip up the hill, I don’t really need to warm up anymore—in fact, I am sweating profusely—but at least I can see Nick. I pull the elastic out of my ponytail and re-tie it as best I can without a brush. Before Holly, I never would have left the house without lipstick. I feel in my jacket pocket, and yes! I find a tube. I pull it out. ChapStick.

And yet, tucked into the pockets of the stroller are diapers, wipes, Balmex, bottles of formula, an extra binky, pajamas, a sweater, sun lotion, and a bottle of baby ibuprofen drops. Enough baby supplies to last a week.

I ring the doorbell, and keep jiggling the stroller. My nose starts to run from the chilly air, and I am wiping it with a tissue when I hear the clicking and scraping of locks being turned from the inside. My heart beats a little faster.

The door swings in, and there stands a woman so perfect in every respect, I wonder if it might be Siri. She is wearing an ivory tweed suit and lots of pearls, and if that sounds boring, trust me, it isn’t. Looks like Chanel. Her dark brown hair is pinned up in a smooth twist.

She’s not smiling.

“Oui?” French Siri says.

“Uh,” I reply.

“Is it the recycle, or the whales?” she asks impatiently. “Where must I sign?”

“Um. Is, um, is Nick here?”

She looks at me closely now. Her glance falls on the stroller and her eyes narrow.

“And you are?”

I hesitate. “Chloe?” Even I’m not sure anymore.

“I will see if my husband can come to the door,” she says coldly. Or maybe it’s just the French accent. I really can’t tell. “He is busy with our children. Un moment.”

The door slams shut. As I regard the brass knocker, I hear her muffled voice, “Nicolas!” and then an angry flood of French words, from which I can make out only a bit, but did she just ask him if he was properly dressed?

Oh, god. I’ve been so stupid.

Again.

I turn away from the door, and as I do, my jacket catches on the railing post. There’s a tearing sound, but I can’t stop. I untangle my jacket, kick off the stroller’s brake pedals, and go back in the direction from which I came.

Downhill is easier.

At the bottom of the street, I turn right towards the T station.

Really there’s not a thought in my head. There is a huge, heavy pain in my chest, but not a single thought in my head. The sidewalks are crowded with shoppers, all the urbanites who have been cooped up in their apartments and are now out for air. They are slowing me down considerably. Holly sleeps on, oblivious. Every once in a while her binky quivers as she sucks automatically, dreaming of milk and clouds and happy mommies.

There are noises behind me, a disturbance. A fight, or someone hurt? I glance over my shoulder nervously, and try to pick up speed. Everyplace seems more dangerous these days. I just want to get us home now. Where we can be safe.

Suddenly the disturbance is right behind me, and I hear “Chloe!” as someone grabs my arm. I pull away, hard, terrified, but it’s Nick yelling “Chloe! Stop!”

Then I pull away harder.

He has no coat on, and he’s panting. Wouldn’t you think someone, anyone, would ask if I need help? A woman with a baby being accosted by a frantic man? But no, the crowds just step around us. We get one or two looks of annoyance for blocking the way.

“What?”

“I heard what happened. I’m so sorry. Simone is playing some kind of game. You don’t understand.”

“Oh, I understand all too well, Nick.” My voice is an iceberg. “Go back to your wife.”

“Ex-wife!” he roars. “Simone is here for Amelie’s concert and she wanted to stay with the kids. It’s the first time she’s ever done this. It’s not what you think!”

“That’s what you all say,” I hiss, with a bitterness I didn’t know was in me. “Go home to your wife, Nick. Go home to your family.”

I look down at my little angel.

“I’ve already got mine.”

And with that, I walk away.

*     *     *

Nick

“ARE YOU OUT OF YOUR MIND?” I roar as I enter my own home, winded from running back, destroyed by the look on Chloe’s face and her final words to me.

That’s what you all say.

Jesus. She just lumped me in with that bastard ex of hers. My god.

I do not care that Simone’s recoiling, physically terrified, her impassive face now expressing nothing but sheer horror at…me.

At who I am right now. Right here.

The man she made me become.

“You told her I’m your husband!” I bellow at Simone, who gives me a look of pleading. “That’s a role you kicked me out of years ago. Get out. Get out of my house now.”

“Nick, you misunderstand.”

Funny. I just said that to Chloe. Deep rage makes me feel the need to apologize again. How anemic are those words. I let her go because there was nothing I could do in the moment.

Nothing I could say to make Chloe stay.

But I could come back here and right a wrong.

Simone puts together all the puzzle pieces of her face and suddenly, she’s back to being Simone, pulling on a pearl earring with impatience, as if I’m the one who has transgressed. “I told your little lover that—”

“I heard every word. I was right behind you. Don’t lie.”

“How dare you call me a—”

“Don’t dare me to do anything right now, Simone.”

Her face goes pale as fresh cream.

“You will leave. Get a hotel. We’ll tell the kids you needed some space. They won’t question it, because you’ve always needed space.” My temples pound with fury, my breathing still ragged around the edges from sprinting after Chloe, then racing back to get Simone before she could slip out and avoid the confrontation.

I need this.

I’ve needed this for years.

“You do not get to make this my fault, Nick!”

“I’m not making it your fault, Simone. You did that nicely all on your own.”

“Chloe – is that her name?—is worth all this?” She titters. “Good for you. Finally acting like a man.” She sniffs. “Nice to see you have it in you.”

That’s it.

Gloves off.

“You do not get to define my maleness, Simone. Not now, not ever. Damn it, you made me feel like less of a man for wanting to be more of a father!”

She blinks, hard, her elbow covering one breast as she twists her earring, a sure sign of stress in her. She did that exact movement the day she told me she was leaving. Perfect sleeveless dress, perfect lipstick, hair pulled back in a tight knot at the base of her neck, her skin flawless.

Execution, too. Rejection sounds so impersonal spoken in a second language, as if it’s just another lesson you need to learn. It’s almost pretty.

“We were young. You—you became obsessed with the children. You stopped paying attention to me, Nick. You were just a roommate suddenly. Up all night with the babies, arguing with me that they couldn’t be left to cry themselves to sleep, telling me that we didn’t need to go out, that the babies needed us more.”

“Because they did!”

“And meanwhile, my womanhood withered on the vine. You looked at me like a mother. Not as a desirable woman. Not as a romantic partner.”

“Because you were a mother! My God, Simone, you gave me the three greatest gifts of my entire life. You gave me my life’s purpose! I loved you even more for that.”

“I wanted to be your life’s purpose. Can’t you see? I gave you children and you cast me aside as if you were done.” Her eyes flash with indignity, as if my words are weapons designed to hurt, rather than explain.

She never gave me a chance fifteen years ago.

This time, I’m taking that chance.

“No. No, Simone. You can’t re-write history. That is not what happened. I wanted to find deeper love with you by raising those beautiful children. Our children. With you. We were supposed to find even more love by creating them. Not less. You don’t get less from me because they get my love, too. The only way to make that happen is to leave. And you did. You took your love away from me. From them. You don’t get to make me the bad guy here. I didn’t cast you aside. You cast me aside.”

“Nick, I—”

“You chose Rolf.”

“Oh, please, this tired argument? It was a fling, and then—”

“But long before you chose Rolf, you chose yourself. You showed your true self to me, and I loved it. Loved you. But once you weren’t the center of my world—the only center—you couldn’t handle it. You couldn’t share, could you? You’ll never, ever know what it’s like to have that deeper sense of love, the purity and divine that comes from giving more than you know you can give.”

The air crackles as if I’d slapped her.

“How dare you. The children love me.”

“They do. They love you more than you’ll ever know. They miss you, too, Simone. Miss you deeply. I’m the one who had to make excuses for you for years. Why Maman didn’t visit more. Why she didn’t call. All the didn’ts. Why didn’t Maman this. Why didn’t Maman that….”

“We talk! I have a good relationship with my children!”

“Of course you do, because they still crave the love they never got! But you might as well be Aunt Simone. You have a surface level relationship with them, and you’re damn lucky for that. They extend you a courtesy. You chose Rolf over them.”

Over me.

“Va te faire voire!”

“You always shouted that whenever I spoke the truth, Simone.” A bone-weary tiredness begins to replace rage. She’s diminishing before my eyes, all surface, no depth. All shell, no interior. Instead of making herself vulnerable, trying to find a more authentic truth in the past we share, she needs to win.

“We can’t all be saints like you, Nick.”

And there it is.

“Never pretended to be one, Simone. All I am is one man.”

“All you are is a father.” Her lips curl up in a snarl. A smear of burgundy lipstick mars one cuspid.

“Is that supposed to be an insult?”

“It means you’ve chosen not to be whole.”

“Said by the woman whose sense of self is created by the man she’s with.”

“Then we’re two of a kind, Nick, because your sense of self comes from being a father.”

“No. Fatherhood connected me. But it didn’t define me. I define me. No one else can do that.”

Real fear flickers in her eyes. She drops her hand from her ear, lips tight, nose wide with fury as she snatches her purse off the table by the door.

“You can explain to the children. Explain to them why I cannot be there today.”

“Won’t be the first time. I’m a pro at it.”

Her shocked look quickly turns to utter fury. “You asshole.”

I deserve that. Doesn’t make my statement untrue.

“I’ll have them text you. They’re adults. I won’t be your go-between any longer.”

“You’re really going to ruin this?”

“This… what?”

“This chance. I came here to try to re-ignite the spark between us.”

“I thought you came to support Amelie at her concert.”

She laughs through her nose, the sound irritatingly painful, like a paper cut. “You are so singular. I can accomplish both with one task.”

“Task?”

“Don’t do this, Nick. Don’t analyze my words and give them more meaning than they have.”

“I’m a task? Your daughter is a task?”

“I won’t let you do this, Nick.”

“Do what?”

“Make me feel less.”

“Maybe we have more in common than I thought.”

She blinks, hard, hope filling her face. “Yes?”

“Because I won’t let you make me feel like less of person either, Simone.”

And with that, I leave her alone in my townhouse, walking away, abandoning her.

Because I know exactly where to find more.

*     *     *

Chloe

“It’s not what you think,” he said.

That’s what they all say.

I shouldn’t turn around and look, but I do.

He’s gone.

The heavy pain in my chest has radiated out to every cell and nerve in my body. My fingernails hurt. My eyelashes ache. I keep moving forward, because what else can I do?

That’s what they all say. But I thought he was different.

As we approach the turnstile at the T entrance, I automatically reach in my pocket for the card case where I keep my Charlie card.

Nothing. The pocket is empty. In fact, my hand goes right through the cloth.

Shit.

That ripping sound on the doorstep.

Now what?

Oh no no no. Please no. Not a walk of shame all the way back to Nick’s. Not hunting around the front of the house in full view of anyone who might be looking.

NOT—please NOT—having to knock and borrow cab fare if the card case is not there.

If it were just me, I could suck it up and walk all the way home. But I can’t do that with Holly. And it’s not just my T pass that’s missing, it’s my driver’s license, my debit card, my O access card. I have to try to find them.

I turn around. I have no choice.

The streets are not as crowded, now that lunchtime is over. We make better time. And Holly, my good girl, stays sound asleep. I don’t care if she’s up till midnight, just let her stay asleep now. Has anyone considered nominating the inventor of the binky for a Nobel Peace Prize?

At the foot of Nick’s street, I pause and pull the hood of my jacket over my head. I’m already wearing sunglasses. This subterfuge will certainly prevent me from being noticed. A panting and disheveled woman hauling an orange Italian baby stroller up a somnolent and otherwise dignified Beacon Hill street is practically invisible, right?

I take a deep breath. Once more unto the breach, dear friends. Once more.

Summiting the peak, I set the stroller’s brakes and commence my search. Nothing on the steps or the sidewalk. I inspect the ground closer to the house.

One of the windows above my head is cracked open, just an inch or two. Classic New England style, gotta have fresh air, even in autumn weather. I hear voices inside, but very faintly. That’s good—if they’re in the back of the house, they won’t see me skulking around here. No card case in sight. I’m about to move to the other side of the steps when the voices rapidly get louder.

I freeze.

Nick’s voice is cold. “They’re adults. I won’t be your go-between any longer.”

Then a woman’s voice that can only belong to Simone. “You’re really going to ruin this?”

I’ve got to get away from here.

They must be standing right by the window. If I move, I’ll draw their attention.

If I move, I won’t hear what they’re saying.

“This… what?”

“This chance. I came here to re-ignite the spark between us.”

My stomach turns over.

“I thought you came to support Amelie at her concert.”

She laughs. “You are so singular. I can accomplish both with one task.”

“Task?”

“Don’t do this, Nick. Don’t analyze my words and give them more meaning than they have.”

“I’m a task? Your daughter is a task?”

“I won’t let you do this, Nick.”

“Do what?”

“Make me feel less.”

“Maybe we have more in common than I thought.”

“Yes?”

“Because I won’t let you make me feel like less of person either, Simone.”

I shouldn’t care. I shouldn’t. But my heart surges in Nick’s favor, as if it’s cheering for him. His voice is tight, full of anger and regret, emotions he’s never shown me, and a tiny piece of me is jealous.

Jealous that his ex can elicit that kind of reaction from him.

Why do I want men I can’t have?

Suddenly the wind rustles a small pile of dead leaves in the corner, and I see a silvery sheen underneath the brown. My card case! I bend down, and just as my fingers close on it, the front door opens fast and slams shut. I look up to see Nick come shooting out the door and down the steps, but he isn’t expecting a baby stroller to be parked directly in his path, and he runs right into it.

Nick trips, and regains his balance. But the force of his stumbling into the stroller jolted Holly awake. She bellows as he rights the carriage, reflexes kicking in with military precision, the baby never in danger.

He looks around and sees me. He is completely vulnerable, a thousand emotions flashing through his strong face, a rawness to his movements and expressions I’ve never seen before.

I hold my breath from the intensity.

I was wrong.

I guess I can elicit that kind of reaction in him.

“Come on,” he says, and takes off down the hill, pushing my daughter with him, holding on to the carriage like it’s a lifeline.

What else can I do?

I follow.

*     *     *

Nick

Holly stares up at me from her stroller with eyes that trust the world.

Chloe looks at me with eyes devoid of trust.

Half-blind with rage, shaking like I’m primed for battle, I navigate the sidewalks, moving the carriage around trash bins and recycling containers, until we’re on our way to a park down the street. I need air. Space. Land.

“Nick!” Chloe gasps from behind. “Slow down!”

I’m half a block ahead of her, the baby beneath me in the stroller, her little fists settling on top of her blanket, eyes closed.

I stop and close my eyes. I see my pulse, like a visual bass drum, the colors behind my eyelids a symphony in blood.

“Here.” She peels my fingers off the handle, taking my place, one hand on the stroller, the other slipping Holly’s exposed hands under the thick blankets. Chloe rights the baby’s pacifier and moves forward, eyes straight ahead, not looking at me.

“Can we talk?” I ask, realizing I haven’t extended that basic respect to her. The image of Simone’s self-satisfied smirk won’t leave me.

“What’s there to talk about?” she asks, facing me dead on, eyes accusing.

Everything.

“Plenty.”

She nods, slowly, blinking hard as if fighting tears. Her cheeks go pink in the cold, or maybe that’s from anger. It’s hard to tell.

“Yes. But let’s be civilized and do it with caffeine and carbs in front of us.”

Chloe steers the carriage toward a little coffee shop with a doorway just wide enough to fit the stroller. One step up and we’re in. I order two lattes and can’t get Chloe’s attention, as she soothes a fussing baby. Biscotti and coffee will have to do.

The savagery inside me diminishes as these civilized transactions take place. Pleasantries, directions, the exchange of money and food, and the walk to the table carrying a tray all require parts of my brain that aren’t warrior mind to function.

As I sit, my leg taps with nervous energy. Haven’t done that since I was a teen. The coffee scalds my throat but the pain feels good. Focused.

And I’m the Focus Man, right?

Chloe’s slipping away from me. I feel it, a physical tug, like someone’s cutting a rope that ties us to each other. Not Simone, not Joe – some other force, intangible and unnamed. If you can name a demon, you can vanquish it.

Let it remain without definition and it thrives on chaos.

I struggle to say the right words. The right line. The magic phrase that clears up the mist of confusion that clouds Chloe’s face.

Instead, I torture my throat with more scalding coffee and tap my leg like an idiot.

Holly cries.

Chloe fumbles.

And we drift further.

I reach for the baby, to offer some help, but Chloe shakes her head, blinking hard, this time to hold back tears that won’t stop.

My tapping stops.

“That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

She looks up sharply. “Are you so sure?”

I jolt. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Your ex still wants you.”

“I had no idea. None.”

“Please.” Her look cuts me to the bone. “You’re a smart guy. You had to know.”

I stay silent. Finally, I open up. I have to. It’s only fair.

“Simone’s been here for two days.”

Chloe looks up sharply. “Two days?”

“She came for Amelie’s senior concert.”

I watch the calculations in Chloe’s eyes. I can almost see timelines that look like a stock ticker, numbers shooting past. “The other night, when you came over. She was here?”

I nod.

“Your booty call—”

“Don’t call it that,” I snap. “It was anything but.”

“You were escaping her?”

One end of my mouth curls up. “I needed to see you.”

“It’s meet the ex-wife day,” she says with a long sigh. Holly’s crying, the sound piercing, and Chloe bounces her on one knee, grabbing her coffee with a desperate hand. “Two in one day. I’m not sure what I did in a prior life to deserve this, but it must have been bad.”

“Two ex-wives?” The cloud of confusion just thickened.

“Long story,” she says, her mouth twisted in pain. Her coffee must be as hot as mine.

Holly’s screaming goes up a notch.

I start tapping my leg again.

This is too much.

“I want to hear it.”

Chloe’s attention is split between me, the baby, her coffee, and the unsuccessful attempt to stop tears from flowing down her cheeks. Ten minutes ago, I was yelling at my past.

Now I’m listening to my present scream.

What sound does the future make?

“I—”

Holly won’t stop crying. Chloe’s eye dart to mine, then close, twin tears rolling down her face. Like someone is slowly rolling my gut inside out, I tighten, curling inward, turning to granite.

Inaction is unacceptable.

“Let me hold her,” I insist.

Chloe clings to the baby. “No.” She stands, upsetting the plate of biscotti, one sliding to the ground and cracking in half. “I need to go. Holly needs to be home.”

“I’ll walk with you.”

The look she gives me breaks my heart.

“Please. No. Nick – this day. This—” She looks everywhere but at me. “This is too much.”

I want to beg her. I want to make her stay. I want to take the baby and calm her down. I want to kiss Chloe’s tears away.

I made her cry.

I can’t undo that.

But I can respect her wishes. I can give her what she needs.

I nod, standing, helping maneuver the carriage outside. The cold slap of air makes Holly whoop, the look on her face precious. Even Chloe laughs through her tears.

“Let me walk with you part of the way?”

Chloe shakes her head. “It’s been one hell of a day. Let me – let this all sink in.”

“Chloe.” I hold her elbow, my heart in my throat, my mind ragged around the edges, unraveling. Think, Nick. Say the right words. Find the core element here that fixes this.

Make this whole again.

“Nothing Simone said is true.”

“I know.”

“I would never lie to you.”

Her eyes narrow, the look deepening between us. “I know.”

“Do you?”

She gives me a sad smile. “Yes.”

I tip her chin up, “Then why does this feel like we’re falling apart?”

Chloe grabs the stroller and begins walking. I keep up.

“Nick, I can’t. I just can’t right now. I went to work today and met Joe’s ex-wife. I came here to talk and be with you and instead I get a second dose of ex-wife karma. It’s too much.”

“Joe’s ex?”

“It’s a long story.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because it is.”

“Tell me. Tell me the story.” A part of me knows that if she walks away, this is over. There’s no reason to think that. None.

But it feels true.

“Let me go home. Settle Holly down. Think.”

“Sure.” Her eyes have a hunted look, like I’m right on the brink of pushing her over the edge. Focus Man kicks in.

My focus needs to be on doing the right thing.

Not on winning.

“Text or call any time.”

“When I’m ready.” She says the words with such sadness.

“I’ll be there. What we have, Chloe – I don’t want to lose you. I feel like I’ve been looking for you for most of my life. When you’re ready, I’ll be here. This is worth waiting for. We’re so close.”

Her eyes fly open and her face flushes, jaw set, nostrils flaring.

And then she marches off without another word.


Chapter Eighteen


Chloe

“Remember that party game, Twister?” I ask Jemma. Henry is only half-listening, since the Pats game is on, fourth quarter. Harold is with my mother, off at the Four Seasons again. By the time I arrived home with a still-hysterical Holly, there was only time for an air kiss and a promise to visit again.

I escaped to my safe spot.

Even if it involves football.

“Sure,” she answers. “There was a big plastic mat with colored circles, and a spinner, and you had to put a certain body part on a certain circle. And everyone was on the mat at the same time. Eventually someone couldn’t reach, or couldn’t hold their position, and they collapsed. That caused everyone else to collapse with them.”

“I loved that game,” Henry says fondly.

“Says the seven-foot-tall dude,” Jemma notes bitterly. “I hated that game. I was too short to ever reach the outer circles.”

“Well, Twister is what dating in your thirties and forties is like.” I take a sip from my bottle of Corona Light.

“What?” she laughs.

“Sshhhhh!” from Henry.

“The circles are all the different parts of your life,” I explain. “So you each have a hand for your kids, and a foot for your job. Maybe the other foot is your former relationships, your exes.”

I move to the floor to demonstrate. Henry looks up from the TV screen. I’m stretched out and arched like a spider. I wave my spare hand in the air.

“Now I have this one hand left for a new relationship. The spinner points to a red circle, but it’s just a little too far to stretch. I try hard, but I just… can’t… reach…” I collapse dramatically on the carpet. “I fall down, and Nick falls on top of me. Game over.”

“Yes! That’s the whole point!” Henry says, astonished. “Did you not understand that?”

We both glare at him.

“It’s a metaphor,” I sigh.

We are sitting in the living room of their loft. Henry needs a lot of room, so the loft is perfect. Super-high ceilings, wide-open space, and it accommodates their large-scale furniture. Holly is sound asleep in the center of their California-king-size bed, blocked all around by pillows.

“The point is, trying to start a new relationship at this point is different from dating in your twenties. Our lives are full of other responsibilities and experiences, and we can’t just let go of them. They make us who we are, but they don’t leave a lot of room for more.”

“I don’t think that’s true,” Jem says thoughtfully. “At least, I hope it’s not true. I think we have an infinite capacity to add love to our lives. You had room for Holly. I think you have room for Nick.”

“Holly arrived all by herself. She didn’t bring a French wife and three kids who call during sex.”

“Wait a minute.” Henry’s paying attention now. “Ex-wife. But that’s not the point. You’re not exactly free of baggage yourself, girlfriend.”

I squint at the ceiling.

“In fact, Nick spent quite a bit of money buying up some of your baggage online, as I recall.”

I begin inspecting my pedicure.

“And he seems pretty willing to play Twister with you. He doesn’t mind putting his hand on your red circles.” He pauses. “I mean… you know what I mean.”

“We all have to live our lives, Chloe,” Jemma chimes in. “We experiment and take some detours, probably make a few mistakes. That’s how we learn and grow and figure out what’s right. We can’t just sit and wait for some perfect person to come along.”

I look up.

“Worth the wait,” I whisper.

“What?”

“Nick said this was worth waiting for. He said he would wait.”

“Why would you want to make him wait?”

“I don’t know,” I say miserably. “But Joe said I was worth waiting for, and I believed him, and then he said it to someone else.”

“Even a baby can see that Joe and Nick are nothing alike,” Henry observes.

“Speaking of babies, I should go check on mine.”

Jemma follows me to their bedroom. Holly’s still out like a light, lying on her back with her arms flung wide, totally secure.

We stand and watch her for a moment in peaceful silence.

“I have to find someone to take care of her, for when I go back to work,” I sigh. “But I can’t bear to think about leaving her all day long with a total stranger.”

“I know,” Jem agrees. “Henry and I were talking about it. She’s precious to us, too.”

We tiptoe out of the room.

“We had an idea,” she says tentatively. “It’s just a thought, and it might not work for you, but… I already work at home, and I could just as easily write at your house as here… and she knows me… and I’ve spent so much time with her already…” she pauses. “And I love her so much.”

“Jem. You’re not serious.”

She studies my face. “Of course you probably want a trained professional nanny, I totally understand, no worries. Someone who speaks three languages or has a degree in babies.”

“Jemma! Are you kidding? Henry! You would seriously do this? I cannot imagine anything more wonderful! It’s such a weight off my shoulders – oh how can I ever thank you?”

Without taking his eyes off the television, Henry suggests “A great benefits package?”

“Anything!” I laugh. “A car, your birthday off, Henry’s birthday off, a dry cleaning allowance! I’d offer free massages, but you already get those.”

I throw my arms around her, then bend down and hug Henry, who struggles away wildly as the stadium crowd begins roaring. “Chloe! I can’t see the play!”

Thus he misses the winning touchdown. He’s mad, but I don’t care. I scored.

We move to the kitchen for chili, which smells fantastic. Jemma starts ladling it into bowls while I plug in the baby monitor and adjust the volume.

“So how did you leave it with Nick?”

“He said to text or call anytime. I will when I’m ready.”

“And just when do you think that might be?”

Is that sarcasm I detect?

“Chloe, I don’t really understand.” She puts down the ladle and turns to face me. “He’s doing everything right. He seems to really like you, and you really like him. The sex is good –”

I make an involuntary sound. She rolls her eyes.

“ – okay, the sex is great. He’s unmarried and gainfully employed and has no arrest record that you know of. You make each other laugh. You belong to the same political party. He can change a diaper and sail a boat, and he likes Sofia Coppola movies. None of your ex-boyfriends could say all of those things. Joe couldn’t even say the first three. What exactly is the problem here?”

“I’m so scared,” comes out of me in a tiny voice.

“Of what?”

“I do really like him. I like him too much. He’s too good. You know that saying, ‘If it’s too good to be true,’…”

She joins in and finishes it with me.

“…‘it’s too good to be true’!”

“Jem, I like him too much,” I repeat slowly. “When I’m with Nick, I am perfectly happy. It’s terrifying. I recently had my heart ripped out, and I remember how it felt. I can’t do that anymore. I have a baby now. I can’t have a man come into our lives and make us happy, and then go out of our lives and make us miserable. We need emotional stability.”

She’s quiet for a minute.

“I understand that, and I respect it. Part of a mom’s responsibilities involves making good choices, and not taking unnecessary risks. But there are other responsibilities, too.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s your job to show Holly what life can hold. I think you have a moral responsibility to live your fullest life, full of love and new experiences.”

She holds up a bowl of chili. “Look at this – thick and full of good stuff, tomatoes and meat and tons of spices. It’s all been simmering together for a long time over a low flame, so it’s got intense flavor. Chips on the side for texture, sour cream for contrast. Delicious. Or instead, I could have served chicken broth. Perfectly good, healthy even, but thin and boring. And you’d be just as hungry after you finished.”

You can see why she is so successful as a health journalist. She makes unusual connections to illustrate her points.

“If Holly grows up seeing that you are scared of a loving relationship, she will learn that love is something to avoid. None of us want that little girl to ever have a single unhappy moment, but she will. What she needs to know is that she’ll get through it. Sadder but wiser, as my grandmother used to say. So you have to be her model. You have to be brave for her. You have to teach her that love is not chicken broth!”

This is not in my parenting books.

Henry comes in, opens three fresh beers, and settles himself at the island. He regards the steaming bowl in front of him.

“Looks great,” he says happily. He has no idea it represents his entire life. “You know your Twister idea?”

We both look at him in surprise, our spoons halfway to our mouths. He really was paying attention.

“There should be another version called Married Twister,” he continues. “Or maybe just Twisted Together. Because when you’re together, the problems are shared. There are four hands instead of just two. If one of you has a hand on the mother-in-law circle, for example, the other person can cover the kids circle. You help each other stay balanced.”

Jem hops off her stool and runs around to kiss him on the cheek. She can reach it when he’s sitting down.

“In Married Twister,” he chuckles, “I always have a free hand.” He holds it up, then reaches around and places it on her ass, which he squeezes.

“Chloe’s going to call Nick,” she informs him. “She’s going to play the game. You can’t win if you don’t play.”

So I guess I’m going to call Nick.

*     *     *

Nick

“Is this going to take long? Because you’re making us miss part of the Pats game,” Jean-Marc grouses. I get all three kids into the living room, bracing myself.

“Your mother’s gone,” I say to the three of them, taken back fifteen years to a time when those words stuck in my throat.

“Right,” Amelie says with a sad smile.

“I’m surprised she lasted a single night,” Jean-Marc says dryly.

I jerk with surprise. “What?”

“Me, too,” Elodie adds, grimacing. “She only came back to try to hook up with you, Daddy.”

“Excuse me?”

“Pretty elaborate for a booty call,” Jean-Marc says under his breath.

These kids.

“You’re not… upset?” I’m ignoring all mention of the rest of this.

“Sure.” Amelie’s eyes fill with tears. “But she came. Other than our high school graduation, this is the first big event she’s bothered to, you know, like… attend.”

Jean-Marc’s face goes tight. His mother has never attended an event of significance for him.

“When she said she left Rolf, I knew what was going on. Funny how she wasn’t interested in coming until I told her about Chloe,” Elodie adds with a heavy dose of sarcasm.

I look at her. “What?”

“Maman has this way of talking about you like you’re so boring. Or like you’re a lap dog. I hate it.” Elodie’s eyes are alight with fire and indignation. “And normally, she doesn’t even ask about you. So when she started prying, I couldn’t stand it. Plus, she happened to call the day after, um… you know.”

“You stalked Dad and interrupted him during—”

“Heeeyyyyyyy.” Charlie interrupts, slashing a hand across his neck while looking at Elodie. “Ixnay on the ex-say.”

The three kids crack up.

“Beer? I need beer if we have to simultaneously talk about Simone and Nick’s sex life.”

How did my serious talk with my kids turn into this?

“We’re not talking about my and Simone’s sex life.”

All three kids start gagging.

Charlie gives me a devilish grin.

“Daddy,” Amelie says, her hand on my forearm, clearly troubled. “We know what Maman is like. How she is. We—well, she’s not like you. At all. And,” she adds, her voice halting, “it hurts.”

There you have it.

I close my eyes, battling my own hurt that Simone has caused, and working not to project that onto my kids. When they were little, I thought I could shield them from the worst about her. And to be fair, the worst that she’s done is to be absent. To hold on to herself and refuse to share.

But for a child, that burns, a searing brand on identity formation, and there’s only so much I could do.

“I’m sorry, Ami.”

“I know.”

“She ditched Rolf and decided to check you out,” Elodie declares. “Like you’ve been waiting all these years to be picked back up. Like a purse you stop liking and then it comes back into style.”

They all have this tone in their voices.

A protective tone.

When did my kids start to feel the need to defend me?

“She wouldn’t come to my high school graduation, but she’ll come for a chance to get you under her thumb again,” Jean-Marc mutters.

There’s a gut punch. And I can’t argue with him. He’s right.

“It didn’t work.” I look at them, constantly calculating, mind in motion as I try to balance privacy with their maturity.

All three kids look at each other with frowns.

“We know,” Jean-Marc finally says. “I was here.”

“Here?” I’m puzzled.

“Here when you yelled at Maman.”

A stony silence fills the room.

“Oh.” I don’t know what to say. “I’m sorry you had to hear that.”

“I’m not.” His jaw is tight, arms clenched in a fighter’s stance. “Every word you said is true, Dad. Every word.”

Charlie is uncharacteristically quiet, just watching everyone. He opens his mouth. “Your mother thinks Nick is a lap dog?” he asks Elodie.

She nods. “She said a long time ago that if Daddy had been—” She looks at me in distress.

“It’s fine. Go ahead,” I say in someone else’s voice.

“She said that she did what was best at the time, and that any man who does not live his own life is a poor role model for his children.”

I stand suddenly, on my feet via instinct, unaware of the insta-rage that shoots through me like a pipe bomb filled with debris.

Steady, I tell myself. I think of Chloe’s mouth, the taste of her, how she felt against my thighs, her delicate skin and fine bones all mine. I run through the last few days, my memory a video in 4x time, the sequence of events gaining a different meaning as I put it together in retrospect.

I sought out the sanctuary of Chloe after Simone came on to me. Not because I needed to feel like more of a man. Not because I needed freedom.

Because I needed Chloe. The intimacy is emotional and physical, promising and alluring, and I can be myself and be sexual with her. Find connection in the physical and intellectual realm. She’s the whole package. Simone is all surface, no depth, living a life marked by projection.

Chloe’s just living.

“Nick.” Charlie’s taking charge here. I shake myself, looking around the room.

“She’s wrong,” Amelie says. She looks at her phone. “Ooo, text from Kieran. Gotta go.”

“Who’s Kieran?” I ask.

“New guy. Meeting for coffee.” She kisses my cheek and flies out the door.

“Merde!” Jean-Marc calls out, racing to the television. “Pats game! We missed part of it.” Charlie joins him, the two glued to the screen in seconds.

The moment is lost.

Bzzz.

My phone vibrates in my back pocket, and when I pull it out, the Holy Grail appears.

A text from Chloe.

A relieved smile fills my face.

Can I come over? Jemma will watch Holly for me.

Of course, I type back.

I want to add, Thank you, but I don’t.

Wouldn’t want anyone to mistake me for a lap dog.

*     *     *

Charlie takes Jean-Marc to a local sports bar, while Elodie finds some folklore thing to visit, leaving me with an empty house. I’m fidgety, checking the wine bottles, setting and re-setting wine glasses on the kitchen counter. Chloe’s text is a sign of hope. I’ve given her space. She needs it. So do I.

Between Simone, the clash with Chloe, and the decidedly surreal conversation with my kids and Charlie a moment ago, space and time are in short supply.

“Breathe,” I tell myself, surprised by the case of nerves that hits me.

The doorbell rings.

“Hi.” Her shy smile puts me on guard.

“Hi.” I hustle her inside, out of the cold, and take her coat. Just the feel of my hands skimming her clothed arms makes me stop breathing. I can fix this. We can decide.

We can choose to make this work.

“Wine?”

She nods. “Just one glass.” There are dark circles under her eyes, though she’s carefully made up. Somehow, Chloe manages to look utterly exhausted and radiantly happy at the same time.

New motherhood.

We move to the sofa, where she curls up against the stack of pillows, not touching me. I angle myself so I’m facing her.

“How’s Holly?”

“Good. Great.”

“Getting any sleep?”

She laughs, then yawns as if to prove the point. “No.”

“It’ll happen soon.”

“Define ‘soon.’”

“Jean-Marc didn’t sleep through the night until he was nearly two.”

“I hate you.” She laughs. “Holly is sleeping at Jemma and Henry’s right now. I don’t have long, but I’ll take what I can get.”

The physical memory of our rushed night of sex at her place while the baby slept for seven minutes hits me like a tidal wave.

“Right,” I choke out.

“Look. I’ll get to the point.” Her eyes meet mine over the wine glass as she takes a sip. “I will never, ever date a man again who’s committed to someone else.”

Good thing I’m not drinking. “What?”

“You heard me.” Her eyes are hard and cold, like brown rocks. Yet somehow, I feel her pleading with me underneath.

“I’m not with anyone else. I’m not,” I add, a hard edge to my voice. The stakes are high here, but there’s more. If she can’t trust me, we can’t continue. I won’t grovel.

“I know.” She tips her head down. “I know I’m projecting some of this. After the choice I made – the stupid choice – to stay with Joe for so long, I find myself unable to find true North.”

“North?”

“My compass is a little bit broken. The piece inside you that guides you. Except with Holly.” She beams.

I set down my wine glass and take her hand. She lets me. It’s cold, and I envelop it in both of mine. “I’ll get to the point, too. I don’t play games. That’s not my style. For fifteen years I’ve stayed out of entanglements. My kids came first. I came second. I didn’t want to be with someone who would complicate my life. That was before I met you.”

She’s listening. It’s a start.

“You walked into the damn conference room so poised and self-assured, smart and funny – damn it, Chloe, you’re the whole package. And then the baby…”

“The baby.” The words come out of her like bubbles, floating on the wind.

I stand, realizing some music would help. I’m all drumbeat inside, wanting to say the right words, but trying to make sure I don’t lose too much of myself in this. I’m done compromising to the point of loss. I put on some Miles Davis, Kind of Blue, and she closes her eyes, leaning her head against the back of the couch.

She is breathtaking.

I continue, standing behind her, watching.

“Holly is everything to me, Nick,” she says, her voice dreamy. “I had no idea you could find so much of yourself in raising a child.”

My chest loosens.

“It’s not like you lose yourself in them. It’s like you find yourself in new ways. I know she’ll be grown one day.” Chloe yawns. “And I’m excited to know my job will fade out as a parent. Our job is to raise them to be independent souls, right? I don’t want an adult child who needs me. I want to have one who wants to spend time with me.”

She chuckles softly. “But right now, I’d settle for three hours of uninterrupted sleep.”

I smooth a strand of hair behind her ear. She sighs into the touch. She finishes her wine and sets the empty glass on the end table next to her, eyes still closed. Her breathing evens out.

“I sacrificed,” I tell her. “Put my kids’ needs first. Lost my marriage and a fair number of friends along the way who couldn’t understand that. Made plenty of new friends who did.”

“Umm hmm.”

“But I never met a woman who got it. Who would enter my world and let me enter hers and share the kind of love you only find through family.”

“And I’m that woman?”

Time stops. Seconds tick by. Then a full minute, as I close my own eyes and listen to the voice inside me that wants to say what’s true.

Yes, my heart beats.

I open my mouth to say it, and—

She’s fallen asleep.


Chapter Nineteen


Chloe

We all knew this day was coming, right? The official First Day Back to Work. I stretched my maternity leave as far as I could, stacking accrued vacation and sick leave into a longer break than most moms receive in the United States. Leaving home for ten consecutive hours feels like preparing for a space mission. Five o’clock tonight might as well be ten years away. I can’t even foresee returning.

I read that something like seventy percent of mothers in the US work outside the home. Know how many women that is? Thirty-one million. A few lines below that statistic, this caught my eye: “Eighty-six percent of working mothers say they ‘sometimes/frequently’ feel stressed.”

So it’s not just me.

On the other hand, the percentage of working mothers who report being ‘very happy’? Eighty-five percent.

Deep breath. I can do this.

News flash, Chloe: you have to do this.

My original idea was to reappear in my office today looking pretty much the way I imagine Victoria Beckham looks when she turns up at her office to design her next collection. Cool and calm, fully accessorized, immaculate. She has four kids, right? (I know, probably eight nannies, too, but still.)

Well, that was the concept.

I laid out an outfit last night after Holly went to sleep, but it involved a silk tunic, and I quickly realized that would result in a trip to the dry cleaner. I have no time for another errand. So I rearranged, based around a little cashmere cardigan, but if she spits up, cardigan ruined, so no.

Okay, Round Three. Black knit dress, washable. Black patterned tights, washable. Black boots, waterproof. Something tells me this is my new uniform. I can just be hosed down at the end of the day.

There’s probably a special booth for that at O.

Alarm goes off at five a.m. I shower, find the hairdryer, blow my hair dry. Put on full makeup for the first time in months, eye shadow, mascara, red lips. The face looking back at me from the mirror looks both familiar and very strange.

Then Holly wakes up, and I can hear her over the baby monitor, cooing to herself. I go in to pick her up. She is laying on her back, touching her fingers together in wonder, perfectly happy. I appear in her line of sight and her face lights with a joyous smile of recognition, and now I am perfectly happy, too. But as I lean over the crib, her eyes – fixed on my face – go round with surprise and consternation. Her little face puckers. She begins to cry. I pick her up, but she is holding herself rigid and is now looking away from me, sobbing.

Noises in the kitchen tell me that Jemma has just arrived, and a few moments later she peeks in the room.

“Good morning, what’s going on?”

“I think it’s stranger anxiety. She doesn’t recognize me with makeup.”

“Give her to me. I always look the same.” Jem takes Holly from my arms. “Go get ready.”

By the time I gather up my bag and tote and put on my coat, Holly’s sobs have reduced to just hiccups, but she still refuses to look at me. I hate leaving her this way. I kiss the back of her head and drag myself out to the car.

Peak commuter time, traffic stopped on the Mass Ave bridge to Boston. Traffic stopped in every direction, in fact. I am going to be late on my first day back. Everyone will already be at their desks, so they will all see me slouching in. Busted.

And I need to show them that nothing has changed. I can handle it all.

I reach the final intersection, only one car ahead of me now, when the light turns yellow. Shit! Another light cycle means seven more minutes sitting here. In a minor panic, I gun it and make the left turn just as the light goes red.

I’m about thirty yards down the street when I see another light in my rear-view mirror, very bright and flashing blue. Oh please, no.

Yep. Moving violation, $150. Pulled over for thirty-five minutes. The officer was unimpressed with my explanation.

By the time I pull into the parking garage where O reserves space for employees, I have been awake and trying to get here for four hours. I could have driven to Newark, New Jersey, in that amount of time. I approach my assigned space and just as I am turning into it, I see Carrie’s red junker sitting there. I slam on the brakes just in time. The sudden stop propels my coffee out of the cup holder and across my thigh.

And still I do not cry.

I park behind Carrie’s car and blot the coffee from my dress with a Pamper from the glove box. I knew washable was the way to go. I sling my tote bag over my arm and slide out of the car. That was no fun, but it’s over. I’m here.

My professional day starts now.

I open the trunk to get the emergency umbrella I keep there – see? I am capable and prepared for any conditions. Except the umbrella is now buried beneath a collapsible stroller and a six-pack of paper towels, so I put down everything in my hands and unearth the umbrella. Load up again with tote bag, slam the trunk shut, and at the exact second I hear the car’s automatic locks engage, I remember.

I set down the keys on the left side of the trunk. Inside it.

Channel Kelly Clarkson. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.

As I am setting down my bag, Carrie bursts into my office, a look of horror on her face. “Chloe! I forgot you were coming in today! I’ll move my car right away!”

“Good luck with that,” is all I can muster. “Actually, could you please just get me some coffee?”

It’s 9:20. I am exhausted.

“Yes!” she responds enthusiastically. “We have Grind It Fresh! now, did you know? It’s changed my life.”

“I don’t think I can take any more life changes right now, Carrie. Just black coffee.”

There is so much stuff piled up in my office, it’s going to take me a month just to clear a space. I get started.

Open six envelopes, drink coffee – and it really is good coffee, wonder if Holly is taking her nap, check messages, return eleven emails, drink more coffee, wonder if Holly is up from her nap, break down and text Jemma:

All good?

Unsatisfying response: All good :)

Eat energy bar. It doesn’t work. I am just so sleepy. And I’m not used to sitting still and, you know, focusing… Maybe if I open my office door, the air and outside sounds will wake me up?

As I’m swinging the door in, music comes on the PA system in the hall. That’s new. We never had ambient music before. I pause, swaying to the infectious beat, and listen.

“Zion,” by Lauryn Hill.

Henry appears around the corner. He is wearing grey yoga pants and a tuxedo jacket with a pink silk hanky in the breast pocket. No shirt. Must be a party in the spa this afternoon.

“Hey, girl,” he says. “You gotta see this, come on.” He grabs my hand and pulls me down the hall.

“Henry, what is it? I have so much to do! Have you heard from Jemma today?”

“Zion” finishes and Natalie Maines starts singing “Godspeed.”

He comes to a halt in front of the conference room and opens the door with a flourish. I look in.

The first thing I see is a banner that reads “O Baby!” There’s a pile of gifts on the conference table, and a cake in the shape of a… is that a pink rabbit? The room is very crowded. I look at them, and they look at me, and suddenly they all start clapping. And whooping. A few whistles. I look at Henry accusingly.

“Don’t blame me.” He smiles.

Now, after baby tears and guilt, stress and traffic tickets and exhaustion, it’s the show of love and support from friends that does me in. Tears fill my eyes. Something else spilling on this dress.

Carrie rushes up to me, wearing a pink feather boa and a huge smile. She hugs me and says, “Chloe, we wanted to do this before the baby came, but it all happened so fast, and then you were gone.” She takes off the boa, wraps it around my neck, and leads me to the head of the table, where she pushes me into a chair.

She turns to the room and claps her hands. “HellO!” she calls. This is how our employee events typically open.

“HellO!” they call back.

It’s kind of like elementary school, I know, but it works.

“Everyone pick up a gift,” Carrie instructs them. “We’ll open them one at a time. Chloe will start, and then we’ll go around the room. When it’s your turn, please read the card and tell us who the gift is from. At O, we share the love.”

She winks. They hoot. Mousy Carrie has obviously been experiencing some professional growth while I’ve been gone. Also, the refreshments appear to include wine and beer.

She bends over and scoots a big, professionally-wrapped box toward my chair.

I open the card. “It’s from Andrew McCormick,” I read, “and it says ‘Cheers from Anterdec!’”

I tear off the paper. It’s a case of Dom Perignon. Oh my. The perfect gift for any occasion.

“Next!” Carrie announces.

Zeke is first on my left. “This is from the team in Accounting,” he says. Pulling off the box lid, he holds up a garment, adult size. “Oh that’s so sweet,” Zeke comments. “It’s something special for you, Chloe.” Yards of cotton flannel spill out onto the floor. Zeke stands to display it better. It has long sleeves and a high neckline, and as he spreads the top across his chest, we all see that it features various slits and flaps on the bodice. There’s also a pair of fuzzy slippers.

“I didn’t realize you were adopting,” Diane from Accounting says. “It’s a nursing nightie.”

“Thank you,” I smile. “You can never have too many nighties.”

Diane is next in line to open. “It’s from Human Resources,” she says, sounding puzzled. “The card says, ‘We heard what Accounting was giving you.’”

She rustles the tissue paper and, with two fingers, lifts what appears to be a bright red chiffon bra. In her other hand is a matching lace thong. Diane’s face is the exact same bright red color.

Zeke laughs so hard he falls off the side of his chair.

Hayley’s next. She unwraps a package and reveals a soft plush baby doll, cute as a button. According to the box, it is from the “Girl Talk” line of educational toys.

“Wait,” she says, examining it, “I think it talks!” She hunts around a bit and finds a button, which she presses.

“No means No!” the doll exclaims in a tiny, android voice. Hayley presses it again. “You’ll have to buy me dinner first.”

“Next!”

Next is Ryan, and his gift is from the staff at ONY. A Camelbak Antidote Reservoir, 100-ounce capacity. It’s a backpack-type hydration unit for exercise, fitted with a small tube and a mouthpiece, hands-free. They must think I am a runner?

Ryan reads the card, written by Jack. “‘We see the moms in Central Park wearing these all the time. Good luck!’” Ryan squeezes it. “It’s filled with something.” He opens the valve and takes an experimental sip. “Gin,” he says, in a voice filled with admiration. “Hendrick’s.”

“Mommy juice,” someone laughs, but I notice that Ryan tucks the box under his chair instead of putting it back on the table.

A sunbonnet from the skincare team is added to the pile. Marcy Silverman sent an envelope with a U.Fund College logo on the corner, but I said quickly that I would open it later.

Finally we come to the biggest box of all, which proves to be from Facilities Management. The card says, “Very popular in Cambridge!”

It’s my very own MulchingMama. According to the instruction booklet, by using the enclosed sample diapers (refills sold online for $150 per case) and processing the soiled diapers through my MulchingMama unit, I can turn Poop to Profit. And potentially save the planet.

In my spare time.

Carrie begins slicing the cake and distributing plates and forks. At first, the cake appeared to be a big pink rabbit, but now that I have a chance to inspect it carefully, I see that it closely resembles a giant penis with long ears, a fluffy tail, and a smile made of M&Ms. I catch Carrie’s eye.

She shrugs and whispers, “Catering. They did their best.”

Henry, seated on my right, is last. He’s not holding a gift. Standing, he picks up a bottle of Dom from the case, taps the side of it with his cake fork, and the room grows quiet. He clears his throat.

“You all may know that Chloe is a special friend of Jemma’s and mine,” he begins. “We go way back. And Chloe did us an enormous honor in giving our name to her beautiful daughter.”

Tissues are being discreetly pulled out.

“It’s an honor that can never be repaid, but can only be lived up to, lived into,” he continues. Sniffles are audible. “As a sign of our commitment to our extended family, this artwork has been created. It’s forever.”

He turns his back to the room and drops his tuxedo jacket. On his shoulder, the light catches a brand new tattoo: the leaves and berries of a holly branch.

There are a few seconds of silence, and then an explosion of applause, cheers, laughter, and joy. Over the PA, the playlist switches to Stevie Wonder’s “Isn’t She Lovely,” and Zeke begins dancing with Diane, who looks like an uncomfortable robot.

As I am hugging Henry, he whispers in my ear, “Don’t touch it, okay? It still hurts.” At that moment, I see Jemma in the doorway, holding Holly.

And right now I understand that everything is going to be just fine, forever.

*     *     *

Nick

The texts are amusing.

And hot.

Sorry I fell asleep the other night, she texts. Can I make it up to you?

Attached is a picture of Chloe, wearing her power underwear, the bustier open and—

“Damn.” Charlie draws out the word. “What’s that porn site? I’d love to—”

My elbow “accidentally” connects with his jaw as I move the phone out of sight.

“Go away,” I growl, feeling like a seventeen-year-old with an annoying little brother.

“Sexting?” His voice is filled with admiration. “Nice. I guess you can teach an old lap dog new tricks.” He rubs his jaw and steps out of my reach. “Just don’t send dick pics. Take my word for it. They end up on the internet, no matter what.”

Something in his tone tells me not to ask.

Come over tonight? I text quickly, trying not to make typos.

Can’t. Holly has a late pediatrician appointment, and I’m behind on work, she replies, adding a frowny face.

I’m frowning too, but it isn’t with my mouth.

Tomorrow? she types.

I’m gone all the rest of the week, I reply. LA for a design meeting. I’m back late Friday.

When did life become so complicated? she answers.

Saturday? I ask.

Jemma and Henry are away for the weekend, so you’ll have to date both of us, Chloe replies.

I look at the picture of Chloe.

I think about a “date” with Holly along for the ride. Expectations change when there’s a teething baby in attendance. Can’t assume sex. Or drinking to the point of lost inhibitions. Or a foreign film, or a good comedy set at Improv Boston.

But I get Chloe.

And Holly’s not bad company, either.

Saturday, I reply back.

“Hot date?” Charlie asks, coming into the kitchen for a beer.

“Something like that.”

“Now that the kids are all in college, isn’t it great to do what you want, when you want?”

I stare at my phone screen.

“Yeah. It is.”


Chapter Twenty


Chloe

There is a saying: space exists so everything doesn’t happen in the same location.

Time exists so everything doesn’t happen all at once.

Sometimes, though, time isn’t enough.

Two important events coincide, and one has to yield.

This is what parenthood has done to me: forced the moment where I have to choose my job over my baby, even for a few hours. I knew this day would come, and here it is, two months into being back from maternity leave, and I am stuck.

It’s not quite that stark, I remind myself as I fight tears, waking before sunrise and busying myself with showering and dressing, praying Holly stays asleep so I can pull on thigh highs with two hands like a civilized person. Last time she woke up while I was getting ready, I learned new yoga positions.

One-handed snake stuffer. Nylon rip asana. Skirt button warrior pose.

In the quiet, creepy dawn, I mainline coffee and hope I won’t pass out at the last meeting of the day at two o’clock.

Three o’clock is a fine time to snooze on the plane, though. Eyes on the prize.

6:00 am. I need to be at the airport by 7:30. I hate to go so far away from Holly, even though I’ll be home at the exact same time tonight as if I’d just been at the office. What if there’s an emergency? But I have to meet with the O NY staff, and we can’t fly them all here to meet with me.

You know what would be great right now? One of those tanks from the Oxygen bar at O.

There may be no scientific evidence to support the claim, but a hit of pure oxygen, scented like gin and tonic, would really take the edge off my separation anxiety. Breakfast of champions, zero calories and no prescription required. Pricey, though.

Isn’t the baby supposed to be the one with separation anxiety? Because she looks perfectly calm and composed. Enfamil is her drug of choice.

“Good morning!” Jemma calls, coming in the back door, bringing in a sprinkle of snow. It’s the week before Christmas, and Thanksgiving was a blur of a feverish baby and a sleep-deprived mama Baby’s First Christmas is coming and so is my mother, Charlotte. Add in a last-minute business meeting to New York and call me Job.

I can’t do pleasantries right now. I hand Jemma a document. Six pages, single-spaced.

The cover page is phone numbers: Holly’s pediatrician, Children’s Hospital emergency room, poison control center, Cambridge police, Boston Cab, O Boston, O NY, American Airlines, the car service in New York, the manager of my apartment building, Charlotte’s cell, Howard’s cell, Nick’s cell, Carrie’s cell, the electrician, the plumber, my cousin who lives in Newton, and the vet. Also health insurance info for Holly, and all my credit card numbers with PINs.

One page of infant CPR instructions, with diagrams.

Two pages of legal information, including Henry and Jemma’s guardianship of Holly and my last will and testament.

Operating instructions and warranties for all the major appliances. And the coffee maker, which I certainly consider to be a major appliance.

Jemma flips through the pages.

“Poison control? Seriously? She can’t even crawl yet, Chloe, how is she going to get poison? Roll to it?”

“Better to be safe than sorry,” I mutter.

“I am here with Holly four days a week,” Jemma says patiently. “I know her schedule. I know how to use the washing machine and the microwave. I have read The Happiest Baby, Sh!t No One Tells You, and Pat the Bunny.”

“I know,” I answer miserably, and gratefully.

“You are only going to New York,” she continues. “For the business day. You could practically take a cab home. Now get your bag and go. We’ll see you tonight, same time as always.”

“Is Henry still planning to pick you up here after work?” I ask. Jemma and Henry are leaving immediately for her sister’s wedding in Providence. The last-minute New York meeting put me into a tailspin. Jemma warned me months ago that she needed this day off for the wedding rehearsal and dinner. I’ve placed one of my best friends in a horrible position. She’s split the difference for me, and I’m deeply grateful. Charlotte couldn’t (wouldn’t) come, and I haven’t cultivated a relationship with any other caregiver for Holly.

I’m in a bind of my own making.

And it’s killing me.

“Yes,” Jem answers. “If we leave here by six thirty, we’ll get to the rehearsal dinner in Providence by eight at the latest. We’ll miss some of cocktail hour, but that’s probably a good thing. It’s going to be a long weekend with my family.”

“And you’re sure it’s okay for the maid of honor to miss the rehearsal?” I ask dubiously.

“Yes, my sister the bridezilla walked me through it last weekend,” she says. “As long as we get there sometime tonight, everything will be fine.”

She looks back down at the pages in her hand.

“Hairball remedy?”

“For Minky,” I explain. “Sometimes she chokes.”

“GO,” Jem says.

I pick up my leather bag and try to swing it over my shoulder, but it knocks into some of the supplies I have helpfully stacked on the island. Cans of formula and cat food, bottles of baby ibuprofen and Ipecac—just in case—fall and roll. The six-pack of Corona (for Henry) stands firm, but the lime rolls too.

“K bye,” I call. If I start kissing Holly, I’ll never leave. The sooner I go, the sooner I’ll get home.

Or something like that.

*     *     *

Around one p.m., in between meetings, I look out the window and see just a few glittery little snowflakes in the air. So pretty in the city. I hope it snows tomorrow night in Boston. It would be so romantic for my dinner with Nick.

Around two p.m., I look out the window and see… four inches of snow on the ground. At least, I can kind of see it. Visibility is about ten feet. Mostly I just see white. I should be heading to the airport in half an hour.

I pull out my phone to check for a text from the airline. And there it is. Flights to Boston Logan canceled.

Don’t panic, Chloe. Do not panic. Breathe.

She doesn’t pick up: “Jemma, it’s me. My flight is canceled. Where are you? Call me.”

I text her: flight canceled call me!

I email, and send a Facebook message. I resort to Twitter. I call Henry, whose phone goes directly to voicemail. He must be with a client.

Another deep breath. Another.

Solve the problem, Chloe. New York is not that far from Boston. I can get home somehow. Right?

I find Jack, the office manager, and ask him to call Amtrak for train reservations.

“Sorry, Chloe, they’ve canceled all trains to Boston. Looks like this is going to be a major blizzard. I’ll find you a hotel room.”

“No. NO! No hotel room. I have to get home.” I am leaning over his desk. He leans away. “What about a car rental?”

“Chloe. It’s a blizzard. We’ve had four inches of snow in an hour. You can’t drive three hours in this! What if you get stuck on I-95? You could die!”

He’s right. Shit.

Shitshitshit.

My phone rings, Jemma’s ringtone.

“Chloe? Weather.com says you’re going to get a snowstorm this evening. It’s bypassing New England, but New York’s getting whomped.”

“Did you not see my messages?”

“No, we just got back from a walk. What did they say?”

“They said we are having a snowstorm!”

Heads pop up from cubicles all around me. I walk to a corner and lower my voice, cupping my hand around my phone.

“My flight is canceled. All flights are canceled. So are the trains. I can’t get home.”

“Well, that’s just not possible,” Jem says calmly. “I have to be in my sister’s wedding. In Providence. You have to get home. In fact, we should probably leave sooner than we planned.”

“How, Jemma? How am I going to get home? Teleport?”

Silence.

“Okay,” she says slowly. “We need to figure this out. When do you think you can get here?”

“I don’t know! Tuesday?”

Am I yelling? Jack has opened the door of an unoccupied office and is motioning me in.

“Hotel room?” he whispers.

I nod unhappily.

“I guess Henry could stay here with Holly,” Jemma offers. “If you can get home tomorrow morning, he might even make the wedding.” I hear the skepticism in her voice, though. Her sister’s already pissed Jemma is missing the rehearsal. If Henry doesn’t go, I could be the reason for a decades-long resentment that it’s unfair to create for them.

“Oh Jem. That is so generous of you.” They hate to be apart. “But I don’t think Henry’s interest in public health extends to wiping poopy bottoms. I wouldn’t leave him alone with a baby for ten minutes.”

I’m helping her save face.

“That’s true. He’s going to have to ease into fatherhood when we’re ready,” she says with a distracted laugh. “Besides, my family already doesn’t like Henry. This could push them over the edge. If I go without him, it could get… bad.” She sighs. “What about your cousin? The social worker?”

“In Florida. Visiting Charlotte. Who can’t even fly up for an emergency now!” A little sob of desperation escapes from me.

My phone beeps. Another call coming in.

It’s Nick.

“Jem? I’ll call you right back. Two minutes.”

“I just saw the storm reports,” he says when I click over to his call. “How are you?”

“Panicked. Jemma and Henry have to go to Providence for her sister’s wedding! I can’t get home for Holly. I’m the worst mother ever!”

I start sobbing.

“I’m on my way to your place.”

“What?”

“You’re not going to get out of there tonight. You’ll be lucky to be home tomorrow.” He pauses. I don’t know how to interpret it, but the silence makes me sit up, tears stopping. “I’ll stay with the baby. Or bring her to my place. Something,” he mutters.

There have been very few times in my life when I have literally been speechless. I cannot think of a single thing to say.

“Chloe? Are you there?”

“Yes! Did you just say…”

“I’ll take care of Holly.”

“No! It’s too much to ask… I don’t know what to say! Do you know how to change a diaper?”

He laughs. “Well, unless the whole concept has somehow changed, I think I can remember.”

“It’s a lot, Nick, and she doesn’t know you that well. She’s teething and gets cranky, and she might have another new tooth coming in…”

We both go quiet.

My call waiting beeps.

This is a very bad idea, but it’s the only idea we have.

“Chloe.”

His voice is so warm, like sunlight on sand. He doesn’t need to say more.

“You’re sure?”

“Chloe.”

“I promise I will be on the first plane to Boston. Or train. Jemma will show you everything. And I’ll be by my phone every second. And there’s a list of emergency information—not that it was any use when this emergency came up—there’s not much food in the house… oh Nick, I can’t believe you’re doing this!”

“Neither can I, actually.”

I think that’s what he says. The connection is breaking up.

I only hope we don’t, after this.

I click over to Jemma, to give her the good news.

Good news. Ha.

Here it is. The moment everyone warned me about. I knew being a single mother by choice would be hard. I knew adopting would bring up my own adoption issues. Do mothers who aren’t adoptees panic like this when it comes to an unexpected absence from their child? I don’t have a barometer for measuring my own reactions against the norm.

I knew I’d need support networks and backup plans and that this fragile little life would depend on me in ways I never imagined.

But this – this isn’t my fault.

So why do I feel like it is?

*     *     *

Nick

“I thought you said she wasn’t my little sister,” Jean-Marc grouses, looking at Holly like she’s a rare animal in a zoo exhibit licking the window.

“She’s not. Chloe’s in a bind, trapped in a freak storm in New York. I’m watching her tonight.” After talking a panicked Chloe down off her snow-covered ledge, I went to her house to find Jemma dressed in an elegant gown, Henry in black tie, and a thirty-page manual clearly written by Chloe, who should turn her talents toward writing pandemic preparation manuals for the CDC.

With assurances all would be fine, I sent them off.

Chloe’s place is tiny, and all three of my kids are home for the beginning of winter break. It seemed easier to bring Holly here, along with half her baby gear, where the four of us can trade off child care. One seasoned father and three young adults should have no problem managing one teething infant.

Holly seems unimpressed by my townhouse, preferring to focus entirely on the button on my business shirt cuff as I hold her. Dark hair, straight and shiny like a wet seal, sprouts from her little head. Her birth mother is Asian and Holly’s eyes are dark, but rounded. Chloe doesn’t talk much about the birth father, but I’m guessing he wasn’t Asian, given Holly’s features.

For as serendipitous as the circumstances of Chloe’s adoption of Holly are, she looks like Chloe. It’s a strange – and beautiful – coincidence.

I’ll have to ask about Chloe’s baby pictures someday.

“Ay ya ga,” Holly says, before dive bombing my thumb joint and clamping down like it’s a chew toy.

I stare at the selection of baby toys I brought from Chloe’s place and let her gnaw on me.

“Yeah. I got the last train out of town. A bunch of my friends are stuck in New York.” Jean-Marc reaches for Holly’s hand. She wraps a slick palm around his index finger. “Like Chloe, I guess.”

“Urg,” Holly says, grinning madly, a string of drool running down to their clasped hands.

Jean-Marc takes it in stride. “Babies are gross.”

“So are teenage boys.”

“It’s not a competition, Dad.”

I laugh. “No, it’s not. But babies don’t forsake paying to do laundry so they can spend more on entertainment.” I look pointedly at his overstuffed duffel bag.

“I budget reasonably.”

“That bag smells like a prison cell.”

“DADDY!” Elodie walks in the front door, eyes like saucers, tossing her own bag of laundry on top of Jean-Marc’s bag of shame. “Is that Chloe’s baby?”

“Nah. Dad just decided to start a day care, El.”

“Shut up.”

She ignores me completely and smoothes back the tuft of hair on Holly’s crown. It stubbornly sticks back up.

“Aren’t you the sweetest!” she says, her voice full of sugar.

“Urg,” Holly answers, opening her mouth and smiling with her whole face.

“Where’s Chloe?” Elodie looks around wildly. “Have you reached the point where you’re having the kids meet? Is it that serious, Daddy?” Her voice has dropped to a whisper.

“Why are you whispering?” Jean-Marc calls out from the kitchen, where he’s digging in the fridge for leftovers. “It’s not like the baby can’t hear you.”

“Because I don’t want to be rude and say the wrong thing in front of Chloe!” Elodie shrieks. The sound could call dogs in battle.

Holly’s happy countenance changes to surprise.

And then her face crumples into tears, her own shrieks surpassing Elodie’s as if this were, indeed, a competition.

“See what you did?” Jean-Marc shouts, irritated. “You made the baby cry.”

Hands flying to cover her mouth, Elodie looks at me in horror. “I’m sorry!”

“Shhh shhh shhh,” I say, bouncing Holly on one hip, focused on getting her to calm down. She’s electric with fear, that full-body, full-throated screaming that babies have, where all the emotions pour out at once because there are no boundaries to contain them.

Within a minute, she’s sniffling against my shoulder, body shaking with little sobs, and then a long, peaceful rattling sigh indicates that balance has been restored. I kiss her head and rub her soft scalp, smelling apricot and beeswax. She’s deadweight in my arms now, most of her mass held up by my inner elbow, forearm up against her shoulder. Muscles I haven’t used in years spring back to life with memory and I look at the last baby I held regularly.

Jean-Marc’s holding a milk carton upside down and draining it. He looks like a young Charlie. He throws the empty into the trash, then searches the cupboards and finds a red can, shaking the remains of a Pringles tube into his open mouth.

Given that I don’t eat those, Charlie’s going to come home and be pissed that his mini-me has learned all his tricks and one-upped him in draining his inventory.

Elodie’s studying me with narrowed eyes.

“You’re really good with her,” she says, with misplaced suspicion.

“Shhhhh,” I soothe. I’d forgotten how babies change time itself. Minutes and hours telescope into a free-floating mode of being. You can’t be in charge of a baby and have specific goals. You can try, and you can be fooled into thinking you’re succeeding. Like poor Chloe.

All it takes is one freak surprise to make you realize you’re not really in control.

“Where’s Amelie?” I ask.

Holly’s head pops up, as if to ask the same question. She looks around the room as if we’re on the hunt.

“On her way.”

“I really do get all three of you here tonight?”

She shrugs. “It’s winter break. I’m not doing anything until Monday.”

“And you said because I’m doing study abroad next year, you wouldn’t pay for me to go anywhere,” Jean-Marc grouses.

“You poor, suffering child. Would you like an extra serving of porridge to make up for it?” I ask dryly.

“So you get us all!” Elodie squeals, her face stretched into an overly happy expression as she taps Holly’s nose.

Peals of laughter fill the room.

Bzzz.

Fumbling, I reach into my back pocket for the phone. It’s an actual call.

“Nick? Nick? How is everything?” Panic fills my ear. “Is Holly okay?”

“Bop!” Elodie says.

Holly giggles.

“Is that Holly?” Chloe asks, the panic draining out of her voice.

I laugh, a deep sound that surprises even me in its purity. “Yes.”

“Bop!” Elodie, encouraged by her audience’s response, keeps going.

Giggle.

“It sounds – it sounds like you have everything under control,” Chloe says, her voice filled with marvel.

“So far.”

“Is she upset?”

“She’s had her moments.”

“What happened?”

“She got scared.”

“She must be terrified! She’s only ever been watched by me or Jemma. Is – should I talk to her? Can you Facetime?”

Chloe’s words are blipping in and out. “Chloe? I think the connection’s bad.”

“I – but – can you Face—”

Signal out.

“Shit.”

“Daddy! Don’t curse in front of the baby!”

“It’s fine. She can’t really imitate words for another few months.” I chuckle. “I remember when Amelie learned to say merde, though. Your mother said it one too many times around her when she was about fourteen months old and it stuck. Oh, man, was Simone pissed.” I smile at the memory.

Holly smiles back.

Elodie and Jean-Marc share an intrigued look. “Really?”

“Except she said it like mer, so Simone convinced people she was just talking about the sea.” My mind takes me back to a time when both twins were starting to walk and talk, when Elodie had long, crazy hair in a topknot and eyes bigger than her head. “But she said it whenever she was mad.”

Elodie tilts her head as she watches Holly, brow knit. “What about me?” she asks softly.

“What about you?”

“Tell me a story about me as a baby.”

My mind goes blank.

She waits, holding her breath.

“You were the sweetest baby. The easiest of the three.”

Elodie reels back in shock.

“Maman says I’m the most stubborn of her children!”

“I said you were an easy baby. Not an easy child.”

“What went wrong, Dad? When did she become such a pain in the ass?” Jean-Marc asks, crossing his arms, giving Elodie an amused chuckle.

“After I dropped her on her head.”

“DADDY!”

“You were fluent in French before English,” I say slowly, remembering. “Which was strange, because Amelie and Jean-Marc learned English first. You wandered around like a little drunken toddler, mixing English and French all the time. At one point, Simone was worried you had a speech disorder. We finally had you evaluated when you were about two and a half and the specialist said you just had a unique way of learning.”

“That’s medical speak for weird,” Jean-Marc interjects.

Elodie throws a sofa pillow at him. He ducks. It hits the empty Pringles can and sends it flying across the room.

Holly giggles.

We all laugh.

This is going to be a piece of cake.

*     *     *

Chloe

Jack has managed to get me into an Anterdec reserved hotel room, which must be the only available room in the entire city. I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at my phone.

No messages of any kind.

I call Nick. Voicemail.

I call Jemma. Voicemail.

I call Room Service. “Yes, Ms. Browne?”

Thank god somebody picks up my calls. This was beginning to feel like a sci-fi movie.

“Could I please have a vodka martini with a twist? No, on second thought, two vodka martinis?”

It’s not like I’m going anywhere. I look at the window. Whiteout.

“Yes, Ms. Browne. Anything else? We are serving a full dinner menu.”

I’m a contentment eater, remember? And I am SO not content right now.

“No, thanks, just the drinks.”

That first martini may be the best thing I have ever tasted. The second is pretty damn good, too.

“Yes, Ms. Browne?”

“Hi. Hi,” I say softly, sweetly. “I was wondering if you could maybe send up another of these fantastic martinis? With lemon?”

“Of course. Will there be anything else? We’re featuring tagliatelle pasta with a puttanesca sauce. It’s excellent.”

“Oh no, no, thank you. No pasta. Just the drink.”

I have no clothes to change into, but there’s a white robe in the closet. So much more relaxing than work clothes and stockings.

I should be giving Holly her bath right now. I can practically smell the lavender baby shampoo. What is happening there? Why is no one picking up my calls?

At last, my phone lights up:

Text from Nick: She’s crying. Been crying for about fifteen minutes, no sign of stopping. All 4 of us have tried everything. What does she want?

All four of us? Huh?

Me: I don’t know, what’s happening? Who’s with you?

Nick: I gave her bottle, now crying. Me and my three kids here to help.

Oh, they’re all there? The bridge of my nose prickles with a rush of emotion, eyes filling. Nick managed to call in reinforcements. I couldn’t find anyone, but he has this network.

I need a network.

I need him.

Me: Did you try her binky?

Nick: What is binky?

OMG! Does he not speak English? Should I check Google Translate?

Me: Binky! Binky!

Nick: ???

I stare at the screen, thinking hard.

Pacifier, I type.

No dots. A very long minute goes by.

YES! appears in a grey bubble.

I fall backwards on the bed in relief.

Found it in cat litter box. Wiped on pant leg. She’s sucking on it happily, he answers.

I burst out laughing.

If I weren’t in your debt, you’d be dead, I reply.

You owe me? he types back. That could get interesting.

I’ll be home first thing tomorrow, I tap out.

Doubt it, Nick replies. There goes our date.

Oh no no no, oh please no… I really need that date…

Facetime, I type.

Nick: ?

If we can’t be together, we’ll Facetime our date.

Blank screen.

G2G need to rock her now chat later

Seriously? He needs to rock her? I need him to rock me.

Hello? I type. Facetime date. I promise you’ll have fun

Sometime later, he responds: ;) Exhausted G’night

I can’t imagine why he’s so tired?

I click on the TV and scroll through the offerings, which seem to be mostly described as ‘Adult.’ Which gives me an idea.

*     *     *

Nick

“There’s Mama,” I say, pointing to the iPad screen. Elodie’s sharing hers with Holly so Chloe can “talk” to the baby. Chloe looks haggard and frayed, deep grooves of worry in the muscles of her face, but her eyes light up when we get Holly on screen.

“Hi, baby!”

Chloe promptly bursts into tears.

Holly tries to gum the corner of the tablet.

“She’s fine,” I soothe, at a loss. How do you comfort someone on Facetime? You can’t hug the screen and have that count.

“I’m sorry,” Chloe says with a sniffle. “It’s just so good to see her. Thank you. How is everything going?”

“We want to babysit more!” Amelie chirps, half her face coming into view from the left side of the screen. “Holly’s a blast!”

“Hi Amelie!’ Chloe says with a shaky smile. “Are you all there?”

“Yes!” Elodie says, waving.

“Hey,” Jean-Marc grunts.

“You have four adults for one baby. You’ve got this covered,” she says, her voice filled with awe. It hits me. She doesn’t have three people she can call for help. She has Jemma and Henry, but they’re more like one person.

That’s it.

I bounce Holly on my knee as she slimes the glass screen, trying to touch Chloe, who makes raspberries at the baby.

Chloe has Jemma and Henry.

And now she has me.

The kids talk to Chloe while I balance the baby, her hands sticky with saliva, little baby noises indicating happiness. Chloe’s engaged in an intense discussion with Jean-Marc about the restaurants closest to her hotel in NYC as Amelie sneaks off to do her laundry. Elodie watches me.

I hope she can’t see all the pieces of me, slowly falling to the ground, like a tree shedding fall leaves.

Free. For years I’ve spent so much time spinning my wheels, taking care of kids, building a business, finding stability, with my eyes on the prize. Not freedom.

No.

Family.

I look around the room, at Jean-Marc scavenging for food again, at Holly playing with my shirt button, at Elodie telling Chloe they’re about to make a toy run for Holly and not to worry about BPA or red paint in any toys, and the concept of freedom turns to mist.

One gust of wind and it’s gone.

One deep breath and it blends.


Chapter Twenty-One


Chloe

Date night.

11:00 p.m.

Showtime.

I’ve spent the day watching the snow pile up, plows rumbling by on the streets, small Bobcat vehicles clearing the sidewalks. Constantly checking Weather.com and the airline site doesn’t seem to have any effect on accumulation. It just keeps relentlessly falling.

Twice today, I’ve tried Facetime with Holly. Nick has held the screen right in front of her, and I’ve recited The Runaway Bunny from memory. This was not as successful as I’d hoped, partly because every time I tried to say, “If you run away,” said his mother, “I will run after you, for you are my little bunny,” I broke down and sobbed.

Again.

And partly because Holly showed no interest in the screen whatsoever, other than using it as a chew toy. She patted it a few times, but then twisted in her high chair, reaching for Nick. I thought all children, no matter how small, adored technology? Clearly she is not destined for a career with Mark Zuckerberg. Damn.

I’m hoping that my appearance on screen tonight, just for Nick, will be more compelling.

To that end, I have carefully hand-laundered my black lace bra and thong from yesterday, and the dark grey thigh highs. I dried everything with the hotel hairdryer, which wasn’t easy because it’s one of those little ones mounted to the wall. These are not my absolute dead-sexiest pieces, but when I put them on yesterday morning, I wasn’t planning on an audience. Still, they’re La Perla. Nothing to be shy about.

Which is good, because tonight is not about shy.

I put my silk shirt from yesterday over the bra, leaving it half unbuttoned. Black heels. My hair is pinned up, makeup perfect, with red lipstick. It’s not like I had anything else to do this afternoon. Plenty of perfume—he can’t smell it, of course, but I can. After all, this is a date. I turn the lights on, but low, and set tonight’s martini—dry, with a twist—next to my computer.

At 11:04, my phone rings, and I answer on the laptop. There he is, looking incredibly handsome. I love when he wears his glasses.

“Hey there.” He looks a little more worn than usual. I hide a grin. Mr. “It’ll Be Easy” is getting a refresher course in infants.

“Hey. Are you okay? Looks like you might get home tomorrow, snow’s letting up.”

“Thank god! What’s happening there? Is Holly asleep? Are you exhausted?”

“She’s asleep. The girls were here all evening playing with her. They just went into their rooms with their phones. It’s so quiet.”

“Oh, that’s good. That means you can concentrate. Focus.” I adjust the camera angle, moving it just a bit lower.

“Oh my,” he breathes. “Look at you.”

I take a sip of my drink. I move the camera lower. I say nothing.

I unbutton my shirt. Slowly. One by one.

Nick laughs quietly, a low sound of appreciation. “Even your pixels are gorgeous,” he says.

I push open my shirt and slide my fingers under the lace of my bra, massaging. My head tips back.

And in a moment, I stand. Every movement is slow. There’s no hurry.

Now he can see my thong, the lace tops of my stockings.

I turn my back to the camera, hook my fingers under my thong, and slide it down. Slowly.

And then I turn back.

And I hear him—at a distance of two hundred miles—draw in his breath. I watch his face intently. Lifting one high heel onto the edge of the chair, I lick a manicured finger, and touch myself where I am yearning for his touch.

“Chloe…oh, my…”

I reach to the keyboard to increase the volume, wanting to hear his every sound. His excitement feeds mine.

And the screen goes black.

Shitshitshit!

What did I do? How do I undo whatever I did, right now? Where the hell is tech services when you really need them?

Frantically, I restart the computer, wait, enter my password, wait, reopen Facetime. The mood is evaporating with each lost second. I type Nick’s number into the box, as I try to compose myself and recreate the hot scene I just disconnected. I stand, face the camera, position myself, take a deep breath.

And there on the screen is the devastatingly handsome face of…

Henry.

I shriek. He shrieks.

Jemma walks up behind him and shrieks.

We shriek in surround sound.

I sit down, fast.

“Chloe, what the fuck?” I didn’t know Henry’s voice could hit that register.

“I was calling Nick! I don’t know what happened!”

“Henry, go in the other room,” Jemma orders. “Chloe, what the hell?”

“I don’t know! I was Facetiming with Nick, and my computer shut down, and I was calling him back! Why are you online, anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be at the wedding?”

“I broke the heel on my shoe dancing. We just came back to the room so I could get another pair. When did you get a full Brazilian?”

“Oh my god. Can we talk about this another time? I need to call Nick back. Is Henry going to be okay?”

“Are you kidding? In his line of work? Henry actually does know how to unsee things,” Jemma says, clearly annoyed, but if she’s making jokes, I know it’ll be okay.

“I am so, so sorry!”

“All good, honey.” She sighs. “But I am clearly going to have to up my game here.”

*     *     *

Nick

I haven’t gotten that hard that fast since high school.

And now Chloe’s gone.

What did I just see, and how can I see more of it?

I fiddle with my laptop keyboard, taking two seconds to readjust myself. It’s late, Holly’s asleep, and I’m in sweats.

Which means I can’t stand up and go out into my own damn living room for a few minutes.

Laughter fills my chest, though I repress it. Don’t want to wake the baby or draw attention to myself. Last thing I need is one of my kids coming in here when Chloe comes back on screen.

She is coming back on screen, right?

Coming… on screen… please…

Silence. One minute. Two. Three. The image of that lusciously hot position of hers, the wanton abandon, fills me with—

Damn it.

Hard again.

Bzzz.

My phone’s on the edge of the desk and the vibration is just enough to put it over the edge.

Like me, in a moment.

I bend down, wincing, but grab it.

A text from Chloe.

Sorry about that.

Nothing 2B sorry about, I text back quickly. I’m desperate to have her come back on screen.

So desperate I’m using txtspeak.

I am so embarrassed, she replies.

Facetime with me, I urge.

Can’t. I clicked over from you accidentally and, she texts.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Two minutes of silence.

I call her on Facetime. She doesn’t pick up.

Sorry. I accidentally called Henry instead of you and he got a show, she finally explains.

I stare at the screen, jaw on my desk.

U wat? I text back.

OMG is this one of Nick’s kids? she replies.

No. Sorry. I’m so shocked I reverted to txtspeak, I answer, jaw grinding. Henry? I add.

Yes. Sorry.

Make it up to me by going on Facetime again. In that exact same position, I reply, resisting the urge to add, That’s an order.

Terrified. Mood gone, she answers.

Mood gone?

I look down at my groin.

My mood is definitely not gone.

Thank you, she adds. And I’ll make it up to you when I come home.

I’m throbbing. I look like I have a joystick growing out of my sweats. Henry got to look at Chloe’s naked, sprawling, hot show.

And this is where being a nice guy sucks.

But I do it anyway.

It’s fine, I say, finding some mature part of myself I don’t really like.

It’s not fine, she texts. None of this is fine. But you made it all safe. Thank you.

I soften in more ways than one.

Any time, I reply.

I’d like that, she answers.

Like what?

To be with you any time.

Holly begins to squall and squawk in the other room. Damn. Timing is everything.

And babies are cockblockers.

I’d like that, too, I text back, with a silly little heart, as I stand and relax, back to being casual, practical Nick, and do what needs to be done.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Chloe

When the plane begins its descent into Logan, I signal the flight attendant. Of course it’s a full flight. I have the window seat, about six rows from the back of the plane, so it takes her a few minutes to get to me.

“When we land, I have to get off the plane right away,” I say urgently. “It’s an emergency. My baby.”

“I’m so sorry,” she responds sympathetically. “I’ll see what I can do. Do you need to get to the hospital?” Understandably, she looks around me, searching for, you know.

A baby.

“Oh, no, I have to get to my boyfriend’s house.”

She just looks at me.

“My baby’s there. I was stuck in New York in the storm.”

“And something happened to the baby?” she asks, still concerned.

“No, no, she’s fine. But I’m sure she misses me, I’ve been gone since Friday morning.”

The attendant has lost interest. In fact, that almost looked like a tiny eye-roll.

“We’ll do everything we can to unload the plane quickly,” she says. “I’m sure everyone is anxious to get home.”

“But you don’t understand!” I start, but she has moved off.

My seat mate looks at me. “You can go ahead of us, honey,” she says. “Ours are teenagers. We’re nothing but an ATM and tech support to them.”

*     *     *

I text Nick when we land: Landed

I text him when the plane reaches the gate: At gate

I text him from the cab line: In cab line

He texts back: We’re fine, relax

The cab pulls up outside Nick’s house. I am so frantic to get out, I can’t calculate the tip, and I’m not going to take the time to swipe my credit card and wait for it to go through. I hand the driver three twenties and pull my overflowing tote bag out to the curb.

By the time I make it up the front steps to the door, I am weeping with relief. My yearning for Holly is a physical ache. My yearning for Nick is not much different. A little different, but not much.

Okay, pretty different.

He opens the door, and I throw myself into his arms.

“I’m so glad to be home, I thought I would never get here, I’m so sorry, thank you so much, where is she?”

Nick laughs and holds me tight. “Take a breath, she’s fine. You’re so cold! Give me your coat.” He yanks my bag into his foyer.

“Nick, where is she? She must miss me so much, and she doesn’t understand why I’ve been away from her. Where’s my baby? Did she eat anything?”

“She’s right here,” he says, taking my hand and pulling me down the hall. He stops at the doorway to the little sitting room off the kitchen, and motions to me to be quiet. I peek around the door frame.

There’s Holly. There’s my girl. My heart actually leaps. Holly is sitting in Jean-Marc’s lap, although he’s watching the football game on television and not paying much attention to her. Nick’s girls are kneeling on the floor with puppets on their hands. Princess puppets, and a dragon. My baby girl has a teething wafer in one hand and Amelie’s long blonde hair wrapped around the other hand. She is enthralled.

I look at Nick, and back at the kids. Holly is wearing a little shirt I’ve never seen before. It’s purple and has a big, sparkly pink sequin heart on the front. She is also wearing what appears to be a miniature pink tutu. There is a big satin bow somehow attached to the wispy hair on top of her head.

“The girls went shopping,” Nick explains, stating the completely obvious. “They thought we needed a few things.”

On the floor sits a stuffed toy lamb. Life size. Beyond it is a pile of alphabet blocks, and beyond those is some kind of round plastic table with a seat in the middle and toys attached to the tray. Nick’s normally austere sitting room, with its black leather sofa and grey plaid carpet, is a sea of pink plush and purple plastic. On the cocktail table are the week’s papers, buried under a stack of board books.

Holly looks up and sees me, and I’m across the room in an instant. I scoop her up and bury my nose in the sweet smell of her neck. The world falls back into place for the first time in days. Okay, a day.

Holly squirms in my arms, struggling a little bit to push back from my hug. She twists her little body around and leans down to Jean-Marc, holding her arms out to him.

Her face wrinkles up and she starts to cry. She kicks me. Kicks me!

I am horrified.

She has forgotten me. I left her, and now I am a stranger. I am a Bad Mother. She hates me.

Jean-Marc reaches up and takes her back. “Hey,” he says to me, and “Sshhh,” to Holly. She settles back down in his lap, quiet.

I am appalled.

The girls jump up. “She is SO sweet!” they are saying. “We had so much fun! Can she come back next weekend?”

Nick puts his arm around me. “Come on, we’ll pack up her things so you can get her home.”

I follow him into the kitchen, looking back over my shoulder. I open the fridge to get her formula, and Nick hands me a tote bag.

Nick’s refrigerator is usually pretty well stocked. Charlie makes sure of that. But pulling the door open now, I can’t even see what’s on the shelves. They are packed to overflowing. Baby yogurt, four six-packs. Fruit sauce in squeeze containers, a dozen flavors. A teething toy. Little yellow Cheerios containers.

Oh my god, a chocolate cupcake. With a blue frosting Elsa on top.

And several bites out of it.

Nick takes the cupcake out of my hand. “I couldn’t resist,” he says, not quite meeting my eye. “I love cupcakes.”

Right.

“Did Holly eat this?” I ask. “Oh, Nick!”

I have lost control. I have failed to take care of my child.

“No,” he admits. “That was me.”

It’s too much. I can’t hold back the tears.

Nick pulls me into his arms. He kisses my tears and slowly, tenderly begins kissing my lips. The taste of him, the smell of his skin, make me respond in spite of my misery.

His hands move from my arms to my shoulders and slowly slide down my back. He presses closer, and I feel his growing hardness.

“I’ve missed you so much,” he says in my ear. “And that call last night…”

“Well,” says a deep male voice from behind me, “What’s cooking in here?”

Charlie.

Nick turns, but keeps one arm tight around me.

“Hey, little brother,” he says.

“Chloe,” Charlie says, and kisses me on both cheeks, European-style. “I hear you had a relaxing getaway in New York.”

For a moment, I am speechless.

“It was the worst weekend of my life,” I sputter.

“Worse than when we borrowed Caroline Pressman’s car and drove to Maine, but we only had sixty-five bucks between us, and her car broke down in Hampton Beach but we couldn’t call our parents because we told them we were going to a choir retreat?” Charlie asks. “Worse than that?”

“Yes, it was worse than that!” I hear my voice rising. “I have a baby to take care of!”

“So did I,” he chuckles.

He has always been able to get me going.

“And we had to stay in that thirty dollar no-tell motel, and you wouldn’t let your bare feet touch the carpet?”

“That’s enough, Charlie,” Nick warns.

“And there was a vending machine for rubbers, so I had to keep asking for change at the front desk?”

“That is enough!” Nick says loudly.

From the other room, I hear Holly start to fuss.

“Time for us to go home,” I say nervously, and reach for the half-packed tote bag.

“Stay for dinner,” Charlie offers. “I’m roasting a chicken.”

“Sounds great but I have to get Holly home to bed. Another time maybe.”

Charlie looks abashed. “Was it something I said?”

He looks from me to Nick, and back to me.

“Look. I apologize,” he says softly. “It’s a weird situation. You were really important in my life, Chloe. I mean, you’re both really important in my life. But we were just kids. And now we’re grown up…”

“Some of us are,” Nick mutters.

“…now we’re all grown up, and you two seem like a pretty good fit. I love you both,” he finishes. “But it’s still weird.”

This is so Charlie.

He opens his arms and hugs me tight, and I hug him back.

“Now how about that roast chicken?” he asks me.

“It’s always been my favorite dinner.”

“Wait till you taste mine. Better than Hamersley. Actually, it’s his recipe. Garlic and lemon.”

And thus we have dinner for six (mostly) adults, accompanied by one sleeping baby girl.

Family style.

*     *     *

Nick

“Why,” I ask Chloe, my finger tracing the outer edge of her nipple, the skin curling up like a sweet blossom, “did you decide to stay the night?”

Holly is asleep in her Pack ’n Play in my den. Charlie is on the pull-out sofa. The kids are in their respective bedrooms. Chloe and I are in that lazy afterglow time in my bed, when minutes have no meaning and the outside world is there, but sex puts everyone else at a distance. Being naked together, body heat transferring without effort, lips and tongues and fingers all working their magic, makes the crazy hustle-bustle and stress of everyday life seem quaint. Cute.

Over there.

A thousand miles away.

“Who could turn down Charlie’s roast chicken?”

I give her a pinch.

She squeaks.

She gives me a squeeze.

I fold in half.

“Hey!” I growl. “Precious cargo.”

“It is of high value.” Her hand shifts from violence to a stroke that makes me wonder what my refractory period is.

No one has tested it in a long time.

We can remedy that.

“Priceless,” I murmur, closing my eyes, enjoying the attention. We made love quickly, the baby monitor on, worried Holly could awaken at any moment. The furtive sex quenched a thirst, but it didn’t sate.

“What is this, Nick?”

I look under the covers. “That’s my—”

She doesn’t laugh when she interrupts. She lets go. “No. This. Us. What…what are we?”

We’re in love.

I don’t say it. The thought loops through my mind like a NASCAR race. Endless laps.

“What do you think we are?” I whisper, lobbing back the question.

“You first.”

I pull back, watching her. Without contacts or glasses, she’s blurry.

I need her to be clear.

Groping for my glasses on the nightstand, I fail to find them. Chloe hands them to me. The air between us is pregnant with questions.

I put the glasses on. Clarity achieved.

Visually, at least.

Her eyes search my face, sweet and loving, but there’s a hesitation. A wariness.

Freedom. Family. Chloe’s at the beginning of the race. I’m in my final laps.

Starting over seems foolish, on the surface.

But I was never a surface-level guy.

“I love you,” I say, the words soft, like the fine hair that dots her arms, the little lashes on her lower lids.

Her wariness dissipates.

“I love you, too.” She strokes my cheek, the back of her hand sliding down along my jaw. Stubble covers it, the sound of her movement like whispering sandpaper.

“Can love be enough?” I asked that question more than fifteen years ago, right before Simone left.

She told me no. Showed me, too.

“Of course,” Chloe answers, her expression bemused. “How could it not be?” She frowns. “But love means something different now. It has to include Holly.”

As if on cue, the baby monitor picks up the rustling of blankets and a baby’s snurgle.

“I know.”

“You want to start over? Really?” There’s that wariness again.

“I want my freedom.”

Wariness turns to alarm, and she stiffens.

“But freedom doesn’t mean what I thought it meant.”

She cuddles up again.

“What does it mean?”

“Being with you. Building a family. Blending families. Finding meaning. Loving you and my kids.”

Holly kicks off her blanket, the movement caught in black and white on the video monitor.

Chloe gives me an uh oh look.

Time is precious.

“All my kids.”

She jerks in my arms.

“However you want to define that.”

“I’m a little old for you to adopt me, Nick.”

I pinch her.

She squeezes me.

We make love again, quickly, before Holly wakes up crying.

But that’s fine.

Because we made it.

Just in time.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Chloe

These days, when I have a date with my boyfriend, I stay home and my child goes out. Is that unusual? Tonight Holly has been delivered to Nick’s house, where his girls will babysit. Nick and I then hightailed it back to my place. The logistics of my life would daunt an air traffic controller.

At least I don’t have to pack very much for these visits. Holly has more toys and little outfits there than she does here, thanks to the twins. Like Charlotte, they seem to associate babies with shopping. Holly’s first Christmas involved so many new toys and clothes that my condo looks like a Toys’R’Us bomb combined with a Hanna Andersson and Oilily fashion show.

Jean-Marc is less interested in accessorizing. His one notable contribution has been digging out their family copy of Walter the Farting Dog, which he reads to Holly with evident enjoyment whenever he is there.

If her first word is ‘fart,’ I am not going to be happy.

I’m standing at my sink, rinsing romaine and filling Nick in on the past few days. Although we work together pretty closely now, we try to keep it ultra-professional. No one at Anterdec knows we’re dating. I’m pretty sure.

“They still can’t officially tell me anything about Li, but our social worker manages to keep me updated. This week they thought they might have found her at a friend’s, but when they got there, she was gone. Or she was never there.” I sigh. “The adoption becomes final in ten days.”

“Are you worried?” he asks. He’s marinating the steak.

“No, not really. I mean, of course I’ll be relieved when she’s legally mine forever, but I don’t think Li will try to stop it at this point, especially considering the police and social workers have never been able to locate her.” I frown. He rubs my back, the gesture one of empathy. Li has no idea what a precious child she’s brought into the world. I’m so grateful to be Holly’s mother, but the fabric of our lives has this big loose end, and it’s hard to accept. I hope Li is safe and in a good place. I can’t help but worry.

“We need to celebrate the day the adoption is final. I’m declaring it a holiday…a Holliday.” He chuckles. “We’ll all go out for dinner, my kids and Henry and Jemma too.”

“For Happy Meals,” I add, laughing with him. “I love it. Let’s invite Jessica Coffin.”

Nick has put down the meat fork. He walks up behind me, and I expect to feel the warmth of his arms, but I don’t. Instead, something lowers around me, and I look down.

He’s fastening a delicate chain behind my neck. Suspended from the chain are thin circular bands of different colors of gold that interlock. I touch them gently. Spread out, they form a globe. A world.

Six bands of gold.

Tears fill my eyes and spill down around the necklace.

“You’ve become my world, Chloe,” he says softly. “I want you to remember that every time you look at this necklace, or feel it against your skin. Especially at work, where I can’t tell you myself. At least, not yet.”

“Oh, Nick. It’s beautiful.” I hold the gold rings in my palm, like a talisman. Or a promise? I turn and kiss him, tears mingling with our lips.

He chuckles. “You rinsed the lettuce with tears. Not good. I’m trying to cut down on salt.”

“I’m sorry,” I sniffle. “Your blood pressure is very important to me.”

“Especially in certain places,” he smiles. “For dessert. In the meantime, I’m starving. Fire up the grill.”

“Already nice and hot for you.”

“Mmm, I like the sound of that,” he says, giving me a kiss. Then he sets the steaks up nicely, with a flourish.

“If you were really watching your salt intake, you wouldn’t have marinated the steak in soy sauce. Speaking of work, did I tell you that the new gO Spa vehicle is ready?” I help with dinner. I drink my wine.

Bzzz.

Nick groans and shoots me an apologetic look as he takes a call, walking into the living room. I walk outside and stare up at the dark night, thankful that in the ever-expanding universe somehow the two points of being called Nick and Chloe found each other.

Maudlin and a bit sappy, yes.

But also true.

“When’s the maiden voyage?” he asks, his hands on my elbows, slipping around my waist from behind, cupping my belly where they link. I lean back into him, smiling.

“Scheduled to depart in two months, but we’re having trouble arranging the delivery to New Orleans. We’re going to have to delay. We need someone experienced on board, but O is too busy to spare any of the staff. Plus we need someone who knows how to handle a vehicle like that. We couldn’t just hand Zeke the keys and send him off on the highway.” I sigh against him.

“Right. Zeke’s the one raised in England?”

“Yes. I think the only thing he knows how to drive is a Vespa, and even then he can’t keep it on the right-hand side.”

“I wish I could send Charlie on a long road trip. I could use some space every once in a while.”

“Charlie’s better at getting massages than giving them,” I laugh as I turn in his arms, facing him. “A lot better.”

Nick’s eyebrows lower.

I shrug apologetically. “Oops. Sorry.”

“I wish we could have that whole set of memories wiped out of your brain. Like on a computer. Highlight, delete, empty trash.”

“It was a very long time ago. We were just kids. The only man on my mind is you.”

He kisses me, a quick smooch that turns into something much slower, as he teases my lips with his tongue. Some part of me rises up, my body pressing into him, time elongating as the kiss makes that gentle pivot from a sweet connection to a deep anchoring. My fingers play with the fine hair at the nape of his neck, his mouth taking mine, my breath quickening until I don’t know where his heat begins and mine ends.

And I am so, so glad.

His hands slide under my silk shirt, warm skin against mine, making me forget everything around me. Almost.

“The steak,” I whisper. “I like mine rare.”

“Damn!” He rushes out to the grill.

Overcooked.

But worth it.

“Go turn on the fireplace in the living room,” Nick suggests after we finish the very well-done steak, the baby potatoes, the roasted broccoli, and a small plate of cheese and fruit. “I’ll open another bottle of wine and be right in.”

There was a time when I could not understand the appeal of a gas fireplace. No wood smell, no crackle? Then I bought this condo, flipped the switch on the wall, and beheld the roaring fire. Now I get it.

I curl up on the sofa, wrapping a soft mohair throw around my feet, and feel the room begin to warm.

*     *     *

Nick

Aside from destroying a beautiful cut of meat, the night’s going as planned. Gorgeous woman with smiling eyes and fabulous conversation. Good food (steak excepted), gift bestowed, and happiness abounds. We’re in that zone, the place where all the negativity of life washes away, and all that’s left is the naked goodness of, well…

Being naked.

I struggle with the half bottle of Sauternes, the uncorking process more complicated than the Big Dig. Finally, it pulls free, with a lovely subtle pop. A few stragglers of cork float on top, mocking me.

Eh. That’s what strainers are for.

I pour two glasses of wine, strain accordingly, and prepare to seduce Chloe.

“Here we are,” I say, my voice low and—

She’s asleep.

Blinking as if resetting my eyeballs will reboot the scene, I stare at her in repose, her head on the arm of the sofa, her legs curled under her. She looks like a kitten. Her breathing is steady and slow. Deep slumber.

I’m torn.

Angel Nick says, Set down the wine, cover her with a blanket, and let her sleep. Go do her dishes.

Devil Nick says, Hey, dude. It’s been a week since you got any. You know what to do. Blue is not your color.

Devil Nick sounds a little too much like Charlie for my taste.

Sighing, I swig my wine, then gently pull up the mohair throw from Chloe’s feet, covering her. The dishes won’t wash themselves.

And besides, I realize, as I watch the fire glowing against the thin strands of the necklace I’ve just placed around her willowy neck, we have all the time in the world.

I met her just in time.

But I’ll have her for the rest of my life.

Walking back into the kitchen, I start the hot water in the sink, going outside to grab the dirty grill grates. Setting them to soak in one half of the sink, I wash up all the rest of the dishes. I’m still figuring out the layout here at Chloe’s place. Baby bottles and teething rings go in one cupboard.

Still don’t understand the purpose of the wooden banana hanger.

I’m deep in my own head, scrubbing the grill insert, when I hear a sleepy gasp behind me. I turn around, hands filthy.

Chloe’s there, blanket wrapped around her shoulders, rubbing her eyes.

“What are you doing?”

“Washing dishes.”

“Why? We were – oh, Nick, I fell asleep, didn’t I?” Her voice is filled with a panicked regret. She yawns, jaw popping from exertion, her shoulders rolling with effort.

“It’s fine. I thought I’d get started on the foreplay without you,” I joke.

She gives me a blank look.

“You know. Porn for women?”

Her eyebrows go up.

“Speak English.”

“You still want to make love, right?”

She yawns again.

“Don’t get so excited,” I mutter.

“I’m going to need a lot of foreplay to get in the mood.”

I scrub furiously.

“What are you doing?” she asks, laughing.

“Foreplay! Mari told me that men doing housework is an aphrodisiac for women.”

“I can think of far, far better forms of foreplay,” Chloe responds, her voice dropping to a familiar register that makes my blood quicken.

I wash my hands, abandon the rest of the dishes, and kiss her. As she steps into my arms, she pulls the blanket open, wrapping us in it. She’s hot, a little sweaty at the neck, and she smells like a mix of faded perfume, well-seared steak, wine and musk.

She tastes like my future.

Breaking the kiss, she looks around. “You cleaned my kitchen!”

“Just wiped it down. Emptied the dishwasher. Soaked the grill plates and—”

This time, the kiss is like a burst of fireworks in a bonfire. Mari was right.

“You know, I clean a mean bathroom floor,” I murmur in her ear, walking her backwards down the hallway to her bedroom.

She moans in ecstasy.

“And you should watch me scrub a toilet—”

Chloe’s manicured fingers cover my lips. Our eyes meet.

“Stop while you’re ahead there, mister.”

“Not so arousing?”

A head shake greets me.

So does a lovely stroke over my pants.

“Chloe,” I groan. Trying not to be obvious, I check the bedside clock. 8:19 p.m. We have more than an hour.

When I look back at Chloe, I find her watching the clock, too.

“Habit,” we say in unison.

Then we laugh.

And then we most definitely stop laughing.

*     *     *

Chloe

My black velvet pants, unzipped, drop to the floor, and my silk top slips off over my head. This leaves me wearing black heels, my new necklace, and perfume. Reaching for Nick, I unbutton his shirt, starting at the top, kissing and licking my way down, finding a new path. When I reach his belly, he moans. This man who is always so together, so in charge, can be utterly undone by my mouth on his skin. Amazing. I pull the clip from my hair and shake it loose.

My muscles are still cramped from sleeping curled up in one position on the sofa. When my ass hits the bed, I can’t resist a full, luxurious stretch, arching my back and reaching over my head, eyes closed. But before I’ve completed it, I feel something more luxurious by far, as Nick’s warm mouth covers me. His tongue starts slow, lazy circles, and I hear his quiet “mmmm” of pleasure as he senses my body’s response. He knows what pleases me better than I know myself. How is that possible?

I relax completely, then begin to tense again, but in different places, pulsing with anticipation. The hands that I stretched over my head frantically seek something to grip tightly as Nick’s lips and tongue move faster. There’s never been a boundary between our bodies. My ecstasy is his and his is mine.

I cry his name as my orgasm begins to cascade. Seeing and hearing me come, tasting it, causing it to happen, makes him so hard that he plunges into me before I’m done. I want him desperately, and I know he feels the same. His moves become more urgent until his last powerful thrust, and I feel the hot flow of his climax. We finish together, my final shudders blending with his strong pulsing.

“My Chloe,” he murmurs, almost to himself. I love hearing him claim me, when he’s only half aware of his own words, lost in the golden moment. But a few minutes later, still inside me, as our breathing returns to normal, he says it again clearly: “My Chloe. My love.”

I smile into his eyes, my palms on his scratchy face, but he looks back at me so seriously. With the fingers of one hand, he traces the thin chain of my necklace down to the interlocked gold rings of the pendant, warm now from our skin. He holds them up.

“You are my whole world. I love you. I need you.”

My eyes fill with tears. “I love you, Nick. I’ve waited my whole life for you. It was worth every second.”

And it was.

I waited years for Holly, knowing my life would never be complete without her, without a child to love. This mother’s love is a fierce, protective force that flows in my veins. It was born when she was born, and will live inside me until the day I die. But I know it will evolve. My job is not just to love her and keep her safe, but to prepare her to find her own independent life, to fly from our nest someday on her own strong wings.

Just as Holly will do in her future, I’ve been living my own independent life. I’ve had happy times and sad times, successes and failures, with Henry and Jemma and Charlotte for support. I was doing okay. But it was chicken broth.

I start to giggle when I remember the saying: “Cooking is like love; it should be entered into with abandon or not at all.”

Absolutely.

Then, like a horrible electric shock, my cell suddenly begins blaring “La Vida Loca.” Dammit, Henry got to my ringtone setting again. As I reach for it, Nick’s phone starts ringing, too.

“It’s Elodie,” I say, looking at the lighted screen. “How on earth does she know when we’re… Hello?”

“Amelie?” I hear him say ominously into his own phone.

“Chloe? I’m really sorry…” Elodie starts, but I can’t hear her over Nick yelling.

“I can’t believe you girls are doing this! You are not ten years old anymore! You’re not going to think it’s so funny when I turn off your phone plan and you can only dial 911 and pizza delivery!”

“Shhhhhh! I can’t hear her!” I hiss at him. “Elodie, what is it?”

“Hold on,” Nick says furiously.

“Chloe, I’m really sorry!” Her voice breaks. “I hate to bother you, but we were trying to teach Holly to crawl and we were all on the floor and she picked something up and put it in her mouth and she swallowed it and we think it was a spider!” She’s sobbing now. “And we don’t know what to do!”

From Nick’s phone, I hear the faint echo of “…what to do!”

I’m already standing, picking up my velvet pants from the floor and shaking them out. “We’re on our way,” I say. “Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be fine.”

On his side of my bed, Nick is pulling on his shirt.

We’re on our way.

We really are.

And everything’s going to be fine.

Just fine.

:)

Thank you so much for reading Our Options Have Changed, the first in our On Hold of contemporary romances. Whether you like a little comedy with your romance, or some drama with your smiles, you’ll find this new series to be just right.

Here’s the next book in the On Hold series, Thank You For Holding. Read it now!

Having it all is a fantasy, right?

Carrie Shelton thought her boyfriend was too good to be true. Her best friend’s brother? A guy who loved antiquing? Who cuddled on the couch while watching foodie YouTube clips and talking about artisanal spices? Who helped her accessorize her outfits?

Right.

Fantasy.

So when he ran off with Kevin, the owner of an antique shop, right before his sister’s wedding, Carrie’s life went from fantasy to nightmare.

As maid of honor, she can’t back out of the wedding. And her ex is the best man – but now he has his own best man.

She needs a date. Stat.

Enter Ryan. Sure, he’s a hot male stripper at the O Spa where she works as junior designer, but he’s a few years younger and just, you know—a friend.

Perfect. She needs a friend more than she needs a boyfriend.

A weekend of playing her boyfriend so she can save face is a lot to ask, but for some reason Carrie doesn’t understand, Ryan’s all in. Enthusiastic, even.

Especially when it comes to physical displays of affection.

Public kisses turn to private confessions, and pretty soon, Carrie can’t tell the difference between fantasy and reality.

Because if Ryan’s just pretending he’s in love with her, then why does the chemistry between them—and between the sheets—feel so real?

Carrie can’t settle for almost, though. She’s already done that. She’s not putting her life on hold anymore.

Turns out Ryan won’t, either.

He’s holding out for more.

Here’s the first chapter to give you a taste.


Chapter One


Carrie

I swear to you, when I get married, I am NOT going to make my bridesmaids pay $250 for a dress. A hideous dress that makes them look like a) a grandmother; b) an elephant; or, in extreme cases, c) a grandmother elephant.

I’m not.

Just because it comes from J. Crew Weddings does not mean you can actually wear it again in real life. Trust me on this.

Also, I’m not making them fly to Las Vegas or Cancun and pay thousands of dollars to stay at a resort for three days just so I can post pictures on Facebook and Instagram of them toasting me by the pool. With fourteen-dollar cocktails. And a stupid caption, like, “What would I do without my besties?”

I am not doing this.

And yes, I know, they all said that, too. Before.

Perfectly reasonable women get engaged and apparently their memory banks are instantly wiped clean. Common sense, too.

They forget their college roommate’s wedding, when—due to an unfortunate YouTube sensation—they were required to dance (dance!) down the aisle in a $300 sequin minidress (with coordinating sheer organza coat for modesty in church, $95).

They suddenly do not recall their cousin’s sweet country theme, with the daisies and the barbeque and the IPA beer, and the $175 lavender flowered cotton maxidress with puff sleeves that went with it. Just try wearing that one to a future cocktail party. I dare you.

In my darker moments, I suspect there may be a kind of payback factor at work here.

Anyway, there’s a reason it’s called the wedding-industrial complex. And that’s not the end! Then there are the baby showers.

Don’t get me wrong. I love my friends dearly. I really don’t know what I would do without them. I want their special day to be a treasured memory of perfect happiness, rare and well-deserved, documented in photographs. Their joy is my joy.

But my pain is apparently not their pain.

Let’s look at the plus side.

I’m going to be the maid of honor in my friend Jenny’s wedding. You probably saw that coming. I met Jenny at work here at the O Spa, the women’s private club chain where I am the Assistant Director for Design. O Spas are the “fourth space” for women. Home, work, and other public venues are the first three.

We are meant to be the ultimate space. From highly-trained, well-oiled, hot massage therapists who wear g-strings that are outlawed in 111 countries, to a sex toy boutique with weekly workshops, to a new coffee bar with lattes that are better than sex, the O Spa caters to what women want.

A break, a chance, and a friend.

Jenny loved working for O, but she moved on a year ago, a promotion she could only get by changing companies. We were never just work friends. We’re true best friends, and besides that, we could be sisters-in-law someday. I’m dating her brother, Jamey.

Who is standing in front of my desk right now, telling me about the tickets he just scored to Straight No Chaser at the Wang Center in November. We love a cappella.

“Fifth row, Carrie! And it’ll be near the holidays, so maybe they’ll do songs from their Christmas album!” His dark, wavy hair falls over his forehead in a boyish little curl. His eyebrows are perfectly arched. He gets them threaded more often than I do. His narrow chinos are rolled at the cuff, exposing his bare ankles in brown loafers. And is that my cotton scarf knotted around his neck?

I smile at him. Jamey is a great boyfriend because he always wants to do fun and unusual things. Has ever since we began dating two years ago. Our friends rely on Jamey to keep them current. When Steve Martin curated the Lawren Harris show at the MFA, we were the first people in the door. When Juliet opened in Union Square, we were tasting the tasting menu before anyone else had tasted it.

You can see why a lavender flowered cotton dress—with puffed sleeves—is of no use to me.

“We can go back to my place after the concert and I’ll make cocoa. Bet you’d enjoy something sweet and hot,” I say with a flirtatious grin. I give him what I hope is a smoldering look. He’s holding my hand and his eyes widen in mock excitement, then he looks away.

I love Jamey.

And he loves me. What kind of guy stops by his girlfriend’s work with Grind It Fresh! cinnamon lattes after finishing his Crossfit routine?

Jamey would fit in so well here at O.

A little too well. Looks like he’s thinking about moonlighting here, judging from the way he’s tracking Zeke, one of the master masseurs.

“Hey,” Zeke grunts, his English accent somehow coming out even in a single-syllable sound.

Jamey doesn’t say a word. He just keeps staring at Zeke, whose face hardens. His eyes dart to me, as if he’s asking What the fuck?

I shrug. “Like what you see?” I whisper in Jamey’s ear.

He jumps so high he nearly knocks my latte out of my hand. I recover quickly. Can’t waste a Grind It Fresh! latte. But a few drops spill down the edge of my skirt.

“Whoops!” he shouts, a little too brightly. “So sorry, angel.” His hug is swift and sweaty, his scent clinging, skin clammy and hot at the same time. Jamey is so affectionate. Always ready with a snuggle or a hug, a hand to hold while we go shopping.

Who needs lots of sex when you have a boyfriend who is practically a professional cuddler?

Not that we don’t have sex. I mean, you know. We do. I’ll bet we have as much sex as any other couple. Or most couples.

I guess.

Just… I am so fortunate to have a man who appreciates affection.

I take a sip of my drink. Now we both track Zeke’s ass as he turns to the left at the end of the hallway.

“You would look great in that uniform,” I tease Jamey.

He flushes, eyelashes fluttering. “What?” He clears his throat. “Why would you say that?” The judgmental tone is harsh, different from anything I’ve heard from him before.

I flinch. “I just meant, um… the way you were looking at his uniform, I thought…”

“You thought what?” He looks wounded.

Oh, God. I’ve offended him. I have to fix this. “Oh, I just meant, you know, that if you’re thinking about getting a part-time job like Zeke’s, you’d be fabulous here.”

His eyebrow quirks. “Fabulous? I’m an associate professor of rhetoric and composition at an R-1 institution. I don’t need a part-time job.” His eyes go a bit dull.

Just then, one of the other master masseurs, Ryan, walks by. He’s coming in to start his shift so he’s fully clothed in faded jeans, flip-flops, and a ragged, tight t-shirt that shows off muscles on top of muscles. Ryan is my best friend here at the O Spa. We started on the same day, two years ago, so we bonded. We’ve been buddies ever since.

Jamey gives him a nervous glance. I think he’s jealous of Ryan. How sweet is that? Look at the way Jamey combs over Ryan’s muscular body… or maybe he’s thinking about getting a tattoo? Ryan’s arms are sleeved with complex geometric shapes. Jamey’s pupils dilate and it’s so obvious.

He’s thinking about working here.

“I’ll see you tonight, beautiful. I’ll bring Thai,” Jamey says, breathless, a genuine smile in his eyes. “Don’t want you slaving over a hot stove when you could be rubbing my feet on the sofa.”

Ryan gives him a weird frown, eyes doing that wide and narrow combination where you’re not sure what the person is thinking, but it isn’t good. He disappears down the hall to the men’s locker room for staff.

Jamey kisses me on both cheeks. So European. Then, without even looking at me, he disappears in the same direction as Zeke.

I love Jamey. Did I say that already?

*     *     *

Ryan

I fucking hate Jamey.

I tolerate him because Carrie thinks he hung the moon. When your friend is too clueless to realize she’s dating the wrong guy, there’s only one way to handle it.

Shut your mouth.

I scramble out of my street clothes and into my thong, moving quickly. Can’t have waistband lines marking my body. We show up a little early to get in uniform and adjust to the spa’s atmosphere. Women pay us a lot of money to be their oasis.

No man is an island, but for an hour or two, we can be a peninsula of pleasure.

“You rocked the Captain America costume yesterday,” Carrie says, her troubled look fading as she turns her attention away from the disappeared Jamey. She happens to stare down the hallway as I walk toward her. Now I’ve got her full attention.

Which is how I like it.

“Thanks, but we’re back to the standard uniform. In keeping with our new goal of remaining culturally relevant, the next costume is Dr. Strange.” Her eyes creep over me, my blood’s pace picking up. When Jamey gave me the once-over, it made my stomach clench.

When Carrie does it, other parts tighten.

“I wear more than that when I get a Pap smear, Ryan,” she says with a smirk. A vision of Carrie naked, honey-colored hair fanned out behind her and over the edge of an exam table in a doctor’s office with her shapely legs in stirrups flashes through my mind and oh, shit.

“How’s Jamey doing?” I ask. I don’t give a rat’s ass about him. Talking about anything that will deflate my ever-growing boner is my goal. Think about Donald Trump. Hillary Clinton. Betty White. Jamey.

Perfect. Deflation sequence activated.

“Jamey is so sweet!” Carrie gets that weird look again. Her eyes fill with a mild form of panic, which fades quickly, leaving her chewing on a pen cap. “He got us tickets for a holiday concert and just stopped by with my favorite coffee.”

“Nice. But every guy should do that for the person they’re dating.”

“Really?” She looks so surprised. I hate that she looks so surprised.

“It’s pretty basic Dating 101 stuff, Carrie.”

“Like you know anything about dating,” she lobs back at me. “You haven’t had a girlfriend since I met you.” She walks into her cubicle and nods for me to follow.

My heart just got decimated by a SCUD missile. I can’t look at her. I follow, then pick up one of the metal balls on her Newton’s Cradle and let it clack against the others. The force shoves the ball on the other end to strike out in an arc.

“Well, you know…”

She snorts. “Yeah, I know. Why settle for one woman when you can have a taste of so many?”

I’m not sure when she got the idea that I’m some kind of playboy Casanova manwhore. That’s Zeke. But no matter what I tell her, she doesn’t believe me.

“Right.” Our eyes meet and I can’t breathe. You spend years pretending and hiding your feelings and when those little slivers, fractions of time that don’t show up on a clock, protrude through your facade, you take them as they are.

Real, raw, and so hard.

But so good.

Her expression is serious. The world telescopes. Maybe now is the time. I swallow, my throat dry, and open my mouth as she keeps the gaze.

And then—smack!

A loud crack of a palm against ass cheek ruins the moment.

“You been upping the protein and dropping the carbs?” Zeke asks, butting in. He appraises me like I’m running for Mr. Universe, running his hand up and down my torso, counting my eight-pack. He mouths the numbers.

“You’re more cut than usual,” he adds. A smirk tickles his cocky English face as he widens his eyes, then gives Carrie a meaningful look. “What do you think, Carrie? Ryan’s looking damn good.” He turns me like I’m a piece of meat being inspected.

I fucking hate Zeke, too.

But Carrie, in that moment, does what people pleasers do. She follows his order, her inventory of my body starting with my feet. I can feel her attention, like a lingering touch, a visual caress that makes the hair on my body start to rally. Not quite gooseflesh, but damn close.

She passes up over my calves, across the knees, hesitating on my thighs, which are tight as I remind myself to unlock my knees. I have to control my breathing. Zeke crosses his arms over his chest and leans against the doorjamb. He’s wearing the same damn shoestring costume I’m wearing as we start our shift, so it’s not like I’m special here at the O Spa.

Carrie, though, makes me feel damn special as her look moves on to my package. I’m frantically trying to think about anything but how erotic this is.

Aside from Zeke, of course.

And then Carrie walks toward me.

Think about dead bodies. Rotting carcasses. Dead possum by the side of the road. Jabba the Hut having sex. Jamey having sex—wait, no, because then I have to think about Carrie having sex with that asshole, and I’ll get an angry boner.

Which is worse than a regular boner.

“ZEKE!” Henry Holliday, our master massage therapist and unofficial leader of all the male attendants here at O, calls for him. Peeling off, Zeke leaves me alone with Carrie, whose eyes have narrowed, head tilted, that long hair brushing her shoulder right in that spot I’ve fantasized about kissing a thousand times before.

“You look good, Ryan,” she says to my abs as Zeke walks away.

“Thank you. It’s that all-coconut-oil diet,” I joke.

She won’t make eye contact, but her chest rises and falls a little faster, a light pink dotting the creamy flesh her open shirt displays. Her eyes dart around the hallway, trying desperately to look at anything but me.

Any other woman and I’d go in for the kill. I’d assume she’s aroused and this is the perfect time to make a move. But if I’m wrong…

I freeze, my body ninety-five percent naked and my heart one hundred percent on the line.

She finally gives me a fuzzy smile, like she’s trying to pack a thousand emotions underneath the one casual, bland grin that covers everything.

“You’ll make a great Dr. Strange.” And then she turns away and hurries off with a hand wave.

I slump against the wall and slowly bang the back of my head against it, like a heartbeat.

*     *     *

Thank you for reading OUR OPTIONS HAVE CHANGED. You can read more in the Thank You For Holding series right now.


The Initiation


Nikki Sloane


Chapter One


Rain streaked across the window, blurring the view of the landscape out the back seat of the car as it hurried my sister Emily and me past the front gate. The drive leading up to the Hale estate was long, straight, and lined with tall, manicured hedges. It was a tunnel of green. The only escape was the impressive fountain at the end where the driveway circled, and the historic stone mansion loomed beyond.

I clutched the book in my lap tighter, my fingers tensing on the edges of the hardcover, making the dust jacket crinkle against the skirt of my dress. The sound drew my sister’s attention, and she shot me one of her famous disapproving looks. It was the same one my father had wilted under earlier this evening when he’d suggested Emily find something more appropriate to wear.

Her cocktail dress was as black as the limo we were traveling in. The fabric plunged deep down her chest, flaunting her impressive cleavage. The flouncy skirt was cut short in the front, teasing well above her knees, and hemmed longer in the back. It showed off her legs and the precariously tall heels she wore. Her lips were stained a vivid red. She had blue undertones in her pale skin, so it looked terrific on her.

In theory, that same lip color would work on me. My sister was only fifteen months older than I was, and although we weren’t twins, people often asked if we were. Except we were easier to tell apart these days. On a whim, I’d dyed my hair an unnatural shade of deep green during spring break. It had faded since the last time I’d had it colored, but the hue was still there.

As I’d discovered with the hair color, I could pull off bold colors like Emily. We had the same sable hair and crystal blue eyes, but in stark contrast to her, tonight I wore a white dress with lace cap sleeves. It was fitting. I was the weird, virginal loner, and she was the confident, sexy bombshell.

We looked nothing alike on the inside.

She was friendly, quick-witted, and a pleaser. She had a knack for putting people at ease.

I had the ability to make everyone uncomfortable with my awkward bluntness but had learned not to care what others thought. My sister was the darling of the social scene, and she was destined to be the queen of Cape Hill—one of the wealthiest villages in Massachusetts. It had bay views, sprawling estates, and private golf courses, and each year the housing market climbed closer to matching the Hamptons.

My destiny, however, was to be left alone. I could do whatever I wanted, which suited me just fine. I’d never have to fulfill obligations or handle the family duties. I’d been given my mother’s maiden name as my first name to appease my rich grandparents. That was the only responsibility I had to carry.

“Marist.” Emily placed her hand on my wrist and eyed the new Greek mythology book in my lap. “If that doesn’t fit in your purse, don’t take it inside. You can’t show up to a party with a book to read—and definitely not to Royce’s party.”

Because Royce Hale was a modern-day Gatsby. He’d thrown ragers nearly every weekend when he’d been in high school. I was several years behind him, but they’d still talked about it at our elite prep school, long after he’d gone off to Harvard.

I stared at Emily as the car promenaded around the fountain. When it pulled to a stop, my sister’s dangling earrings swayed and glinted in the fading sunlight.

“It fits in my purse,” I said softly. “Don’t worry.”

Even though I didn’t give a shit what people thought of me, this was a huge night for my sister. I wasn’t about to screw it up for her. I was fiercely protective of her, and she was my best friend.

The door on Emily’s side opened and a man stood at the ready, an oversized black umbrella in one hand, and his other extended to help her out. “Good evening,” he said.

As she took his hand, I shoved the book into my bag. I watched the pair of them as he ushered her up the stone steps, sheltered under the umbrella so her hair and makeup wouldn’t be ruined by the drizzle.

I was out of the car before she’d gone inside, and when the man turned and saw me walking toward the house in the rain, he sprinted in a panic, rushing to get me safely under his protection. It was ridiculous. Besides the fact it was basically misting, no one really cared how I looked—most of all me. I was only here for my sister’s benefit. The invitation had been for both Northcott sisters, and it would have been rude for me to decline.

Besides, part of me was curious. I’d been to the Hale’s house many times over the years, but never for one of Royce’s parties.

The usher’s voice boomed when I stepped through the front door. “Miss Marist Northcott.”

It stunned me motionless. Had he legitimately announced me? Like this was some social ball from the 1800s? I waited for a chaperone to appear and pair me up for a stilted dance with a suitor, but thankfully no one came.

There were a few people milling about in the foyer, but no one I recognized. Conversations and laughter buzzed from the next room over, echoing in the large entrance. I faced the grand staircase that split halfway up, running away from the enormous painting of the Hale family centered over the landing. I stifled the urge to slink up the staircase and away from the horror of having to mingle.

Emily was just inside the front sitting room. She snatched two glasses of a bubbly drink from a waiter’s tray as he passed by and then held one out without even turning to glance over her shoulder at me. I took the glass and slipped by her side.

I was only twenty, but no one cared whether it was legal. We’d all been drinking since high school.

“Christ, I think half the company’s kids are here,” she muttered beneath her glass the moment before she took a sip.

I surveyed the crowd and came to the same conclusion.

Hale Banking and Holding Company had started out as a simple bank, but over the last one hundred and fifty years had grown into so much more. Now the eighth largest bank in the world, they had financial and wealth management, commercial banking, and were pressing deeper into the global markets.

At the helm of HBHC sat Macalister Hale.

He controlled an enormous empire and was barely fifty years old.

I’d only spoken directly to him once. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and handsome, but also the kind of man who made you feel like a nuisance. Like you had no business being near him and using up any of the air in the room to breathe because that was his air. It, along with everything else, belonged to him.

Mr. Hale didn’t appear to be around. It was unlikely, anyway. This was Royce’s party to celebrate his graduation from Harvard Business School. His father had better things to do than hang out with college kids on a rainy Saturday night.

Conversations bounced off the dark paneled walls, high ceilings, and hardwood floor; the sound was too loud to be soaked up by the Persian rugs and expensive couches. I lingered at Emily’s side as a shadow while she mingled. She made effortless small talk with a dozen people I recognized from school or our father’s job.

We believed Charles Northcott, our father, was on the cusp of making the board of directors at HBHC now that Mr. Steinway had retired. Twenty percent of our sleepy Cape Hill town was a company employee.

I didn’t miss the way my sister’s gaze subtly darted around the room, searching for—but not finding—the man of the hour. Royce would emerge later when all pretenses of this civilized soiree were dropped. Eventually, people would indulge in the hard liquor and the best drugs their overpriced dealer could procure for them. Then the party would officially start, and Royce would make his appearance.

Emily latched a hand on my elbow and pulled me close, bringing her lips right by my ear. “Where the fuck is he? I’m dying here.”

“You want me to go look for him?” Oh, God, please say no.

“No,” she sighed.

Relief swept through me. I made other people uncomfortable, and yet Royce Hale? He seemed to be the only one able to do it to me. His piercing blue eyes were always hungry and relentless. Like his father, he dominated all the air in the room.

I didn’t envy Emily’s situation. Our mother had been best friends with Mrs. Hale, and before she had passed away, they’d always joked that their children would marry. Even after her death, our parents had remained friends—if you could call it that—with the Hale family.

Arranged marriages didn’t typically exist in our tightly woven circle, but there was an unspoken understanding between our families. Perhaps it was to honor his late wife’s wish, but Macalister Hale had decided long ago it would be advantageous for Royce and Emily to partner. They were a good match in every area. Wealth, intelligence, looks. Together, Royce and Emily would be the unstoppable power couple, and now that he’d finished school, it was time for him to make his move.

It should be easy. Royce had essentially been granted first right of refusal over my sister.

The situation was sort of fucked up, but Emily didn’t protest. In fact, she didn’t seem to mind at all. She liked the idea of dating him.

The thought made me uneasy. Like an itch that wouldn’t go away no matter how much you scratched.

I hovered beside my sister for an eternity, wearing a perpetually amused expression on my face to mask that I was dying of boredom on the inside. I didn’t care Rachel Sanderson was going to do a semester abroad in Spain, or Eric Hineman had a venture capitalist interested in investing in his dumb start-up idea. I did my time beside Emily until she finally gave a slight nod. It was her signal I was about to be released.

She dug out her tube of red lipstick and held it up. She’d pestered me the whole car ride tonight to put it on, but I’d refused. I’d won the battle, but I was about to lose the war.

“Bitch,” I groaned under my smile and snatched the tube from her.

She laughed. “It’ll look amazing on you.”

Once I’d smeared on the red lipstick and returned it, I stole away through the kitchen. Up an empty back staircase I went, seeking out a quiet room where I could read until Emily would text me it was time to go. No one would miss the weird Northcott sister with oddly green tinged hair and bright red lips.

The first room I came to was dark. The door was open, just a sliver, but enough for me to see it was occupied. A girl was perched on the edge of a bed, her dress pulled down around her waist and her pale breasts undulating with her shuddering breaths. A man, his back to me, was on his knees before her, his head buried between her spread thighs. She threaded a hand in his hair and clenched it tight as she gasped in contentment.

I hurried past the open door with my cheeks burning, and a rope of desire tightened inside me. Was it envy, or curiosity, or both? I wanted to know what that felt like. The sensation of someone besides myself giving me pleasure.

I was so fucking curious about sex.

But I wasn’t going to find out tonight, here on the mostly empty second floor of the Hale estate.

My footsteps were quieted by the plush carpeting as I wandered down the corridor. The walls were covered in more intricate paneling. The whole enormous house felt masculine and cold, and I couldn’t imagine growing up here. Not that I pictured Royce, or his younger brother Vance, as the poor little rich boys. They were quite the opposite. The Hale men were cunning, ruthless predators.

But all this space wasn’t so much secluded as it was isolated. Did they ever get lonely? Macalister and their stepmother were workaholics and never around. In fact, Alice Hale was currently at a spa for “an intensive cleanse,” but there were whispers. Rumors that Macalister had put her in rehab.

I tried several doors until I found one that didn’t lead to a bedroom, but a library. Or maybe it was a home office. A warm toned writing desk was placed across from a marble fireplace.

I didn’t turn on the six-armed chandelier overhead. Instead, I flicked on the desk lamp, which cast soft amber light up onto the shelves of books. The gold embossed titles on the spines glinted back at me. The bookcases spanned every inch of the room except for the curtain-draped window at the back, where bronze velvet fabric pooled on the floor.

It smelled like books in here. Like leather, and logs that had been burned during the winter, and . . .

Power.

I fell in love with the library in one slow, wonderous blink. There was a brown arm chair with a matching ottoman backlit by the window, and I was drawn to the spot like a magnet.

I curled up there, tucking my legs beneath the scratchy crinoline of my white dress, and pulled my mythology book from my oversized purse.

Outside, the sun set and darkened the room, but time halted as I read. My obsession with mythology had begun a long time ago. I liked how twisted the stories were. Murder, and betrayal, and jealous wrath . . . all the worst traits were displayed in the Gods’ behavior, and they were unapologetic about it.

It was fascinating.

The book was so engrossing, I didn’t hear the door open, or click shut, or the footsteps that approached. It was only the unnerving sense I was being watched that caught my attention. I glanced up from my book to find a pair of hungry eyes staring at me.


Chapter Two


My lungs seized with an awful, cut-off sound.

Royce Hale’s thick, wavy brown hair was swept back over his high-arched eyebrows and hypnotic eyes. He was tall and trim with broad shoulders and stood with his hands hooked in his black suit pants pockets, his thumbs peeking out. His posture was causal, yet it wasn’t a word I’d use to describe him. Perhaps oppressive, or invasive, or . . .

Sexy.

I narrowed my eyes. No, he was only sexy if I found arrogant pricks appealing, and I’d decided long ago I didn’t. Besides, he was Emily’s. Over the years, the only attention he’d given me was when he wanted to be mean. It was entirely possible he didn’t remember my name.

“Marist Northcott,” he said, his tone like sweet liquor with a sharp, bitter aftertaste.

The jerk remembered me. I lowered the book in my lap. “My sister was looking for you.”

The corner of his mouth tugged upward. It wasn’t exactly a smile, but he was amused. “I bet she was.”

I gave him a slow, plain blink, letting him know I wasn’t going to engage. Lots of women fell all over him, but I wasn’t one of them.

He took a step deeper into the room. The tie around his neck was the same green as his daddy’s money and the knot at his collar was askew. Had he loosened it recently, or not quite finished getting dressed? Perhaps he’d been the man on his knees in the other room, making the woman moan. His suit was the same shade of black, but his hair wasn’t rumpled.

“Did you find Emily?” I asked.

He sobered. Something ghosted through his eyes, but it was gone too fast for me to recognize the emotion. “Yeah.”

The single word carried an unmistakable finality to it. This was something he didn’t want to discuss. Instead, all he did was trap me with the gravity of his gaze.

This was what I remembered most about him, how he’d stare intensely. He didn’t break eye contact, didn’t flinch. He peered at you as if it were only a matter of time before he discovered all your secrets. Everything you tried to hide or were ashamed of, he’d find it. His scrutiny always forced me to look away first. I had to run before he learned just how exposed I felt around him. He’d take it as an advantage and somehow exploit it.

He was so fucking comfortable holding my gaze too long, staring into the depths of me. Like me, he typically said whatever he was thinking. Honesty was a great trait, until it wasn’t. Too much of it and it cut painfully deep. As acute as his stare was, I tried not to wither.

“Congrats on your MBA,” I said flatly.

He waved my insincere pleasantry away like it was an annoying fly. “It must be some book to have you hiding up here.”

“I don’t like parties.”

It came out before I thought better of it, but Royce didn’t seem offended. “Yeah, me either.”

What was he talking about? “Do you know how many times my sister snuck home after curfew from one of your parties? If you don’t like them, why’d you throw so many?”

He considered my question. “The bigger the party, the more freedom I had.” He grinned. “Fuck, half the time I wasn’t even here.”

He’d revealed it like a secret, and an unwanted thrill shot through me. If this wasn’t widely known, why would he share it? Everything in Cape Hill was about being elite and exclusive. Money was easy to come by, but power was harder, and knowledge was its own form of currency.

“What are you reading?” His question was simple, but a demand, nonetheless. His father was the king of Cape Hill, which made Royce a prince, and I was merely a subject in his castle. So, I was forced to hold the book up for him to see. His eyes sharpened on the gold and white artwork on the cover. He sounded dubious. “Mythology?”

I nodded then dropped my gaze to the pages, striving to look indifferent. I couldn’t read as he stood over me, but I’d act like I was. I could pretend I didn’t smell his cologne or was wondering if he’d just finished fucking the girl down the hall and was prowling for his next meal.

“Is that for a summer class or something?” he asked.

“No.”

As I tried to focus on the page, his confusion was distracting. “Why are you reading it?”

“Because I want to?”

My tone was a bit more pointed than I meant for it to be, and the silence that hung in its aftermath was taut. I glanced up to find Royce’s eyebrow arched halfway up his forehead. He didn’t like my sass.

Or . . .

Did he?

Something thickened in his eyes, hot and heavy.

“And this is more riveting than my party?” He placed his palm on his chest, covering his heart, feigning I’d wounded him. “I’m deeply offended.”

“I’m sure,” I said dryly then refocused on the printed page. I scanned the words and absorbed none of them. It didn’t matter. Seconds later the book was yanked from my hands. I scrambled up out of the chair, chasing after it. “Hey.”

Royce held the book out of my reach and wore an evil grin.

“Oh, my God, are you five?” I said. “Give it back.”

Instead, he clamped one of his large hands down on my shoulder, keeping me an arm’s length away as he skimmed the passage I was reading. My heart skipped as his fingers tensed against my skin, the heat of his palm soaking through the lace cap sleeve. I didn’t like the way his touch buzzed through my body. He’d probably touched a hundred women who’d melted from it. I wasn’t going to add my name to that list.

“Is that why your hair looks like that?” he asked. He kept the book high and far away, and it was easy for him to hold me in place, no matter how I struggled. “I get it. Medusa was always my favorite too.”

I choked on a breath and jerked to a stop. “What?”

“I assume you’re a fan. With that green hair and those red lips, you sort of look like her.”

My heart banged in my chest, a side effect of the anger bubbling in my bloodstream. Had he just called me ugly? “Actually,” I snapped, “in most versions of the story, Medusa was beautiful.”

“I know that.” He looked at me strangely. “Do you . . . not think you’re beautiful?”

Wait, what?

He didn’t think I was ugly, but beautiful? The floor beneath my feet softened, and I struggled to stand on this newly uneven ground. I could handle Royce treating me a variety of ways. He could be indifferent, or annoying, or even cruel, but he’d never been nice before.

It was unsettling.

He’d sounded sincere, but I refused to believe it. He was working some angle, and I just hadn’t figured it out yet. I had to regroup.

“What I meant,” I said, “is that in the original versions, she was gorgeous. But once she became a symbol for feminist rage, men retold the story and made her ugly. I assumed that was the version you’d know.”

His hand slipped from my shoulder, and I was cold in the absence of his touch. His eyebrows tugged together. “Feminist rage?”

I was vaguely aware this was a ridiculous conversation to be having, but my mouth ran away with itself. “Yeah. She was raped by Poseidon, and after that she could turn any man who looked at her into stone.” I reached for the book. “Not women,” I clarified. “She only used her power on men.”

I tugged the book gently, but Royce wouldn’t release it. “Interesting.” He cocked his head to the side, and his icy eyes sharpened. “So, you are Medusa.” A smile tilted on his lips. “It was temporary, but you turned me to stone just now.”

My mind went blank. “What?”

“Do you have any idea how long I was standing there, watching you?”

And with that, he let go of the book. The sudden lack of resistance, or perhaps it was the seriousness in his expression, left me stumbling backward. This version of Royce was lethal. He’d sold it well enough for me to believe him.

But only for a single breath.

The idea of my beauty turning this man into stone, the one who could have nearly any woman he wanted, fluttered in my belly. And then it soured and crashed to my toes. He wasn’t really a man, but an entitled brat, and it was just a line. I knew better. His favorite toys growing up were the ones that lived and breathed and had feelings that could be manipulated.

I wasn’t going to be his plaything tonight.

“Did you forget which Northcott sister you’re talking to?” I tightened my grip on the edges of my book. “Save your attempts at being charming for Emily.”

It was like I’d unexpectedly punched the hollow laugh from him. “I’m not attempting to be charming. And, Jesus, what happened to you? I don’t remember you being so prickly before.”

“Really? I’m amazed you remember anything at all about a nobody like me.”

The half-smile on his lips froze and his shoulders stiffened. His reaction was probably as close to embarrassment as he got.

“You remember saying that, I guess,” I said.

He let out a long sigh.

Back when I’d been a sophomore in high school, I’d begged Emily to let me tag along to some crappy dive bar on the outskirts of town. It had been a school night in the middle of the week. The bar agreed not to serve liquor until after ten to allow the group of kids from Cape Hill Prep, who had formed a shitty band, to perform for an underage crowd. Emily had been dating the drummer—who had zero fucking rhythm—and we’d stood in the crowd sipping sodas as her friends fumbled their way through a pathetic set of five songs.

I still remembered standing on the sticky floor in the dark, in a place I wasn’t usually allowed to go. The too-loud guitars and muddled music vibrated in my chest as the band covered songs and butchered them, and I thought up to that point it was the coolest moment of my life. All the popular kids were there, swaying to the haphazard beat, and I’d been included. For the first time, I felt like part of something.

Later that night, we’d wound up at an all-night diner.

Royce hadn’t seen Emily and me come in. He’d been drinking coffee at a table on one side and his back was turned, and we’d arrived just in time for him to recap his night. He’d announced he thought the evening was cool . . . up until the moment he’d “seen a nobody like Marist Northcott was there.” My presence, according to him, had made the whole experience lame.

Sophia Alby was sitting across the table from him and lifted her surprised gaze to me, and it was enough to grab his attention. He turned over his shoulder, just enough to give me a view of his side profile. I saw him, and he saw me, and he had to know his comment had registered, given my shocked expression. He didn’t care how his words had landed or stripped me down. He just shrugged, turned back around, and rolled right on into his conversation.

I was worthless. He was the prince of Cape Hill, and he had declared me a nobody, which meant it was now law.

His offhanded comment decided my whole fate at Cape Hill Prep and the social circles I would never be allowed into. He’d labeled me a leper. It wasn’t like I couldn’t survive, but he’d made the last five years so much harder. Not to mention lonely.

I didn’t like how he’d had that kind of power over me. If there was a specific moment in my life when I’d decided I didn’t give a fuck what other people thought, I’d point a finger to that moment.

It gave me satisfaction to know if things went well between Royce and Emily as his family wanted, this nobody would become his sister-in-law. Royce’s blue eyes clouded over, but the tension in my body firmed up as the memory drifted through my brain. I wouldn’t show any emotion. I wasn’t going to let him know his offhanded comment had affected me or shaped me in any way.

“That was a long time ago.” His voice was hollow.

“Hmm.” Funny. The lingering sting was still sharp enough it felt brand new.

When his gaze slid down the length of my body, his voice went as smooth as buttery leather. “I was wrong, though. You’re not a nobody.”

Unwanted heat sparked inside me. It was impossible to look at him and not think about sex. His cheekbones were cut high and elegant, and his mouth could twist into a devastating smirk. Life had cast Royce as a playboy, and he looked every bit the part.

“Again, save it for Emily.” I’d strived for an annoyed tone but faltered, and it came out breathy. Like I was begging, rather than chiding.

He took my reaction as a small victory, and it flashed in his eyes. “But I’m not interested in your sister.”

His meaning was perfectly clear when he drew in a deep breath, his broad chest expanding and filling the space between us. The library was suddenly cramped and tiny. The shelves closed in, the curtains strangled, and there was no escape.

An insidious voice whispered inside me, telling me I didn’t want to escape, anyway.

A war waged between my body and my mind. Physically, I wanted him. I was starved for attention when it came to boys, and on the surface, there wasn’t one more appealing than Royce Hale. But he was also the very reason I had such a hard time finding someone to date during my cloistered life. The crop of eligible men in Cape Hill was small, and I was awkward, and Royce’s comment had been the nail in the coffin.

He was fucking with me. There couldn’t be any other explanation. What was his end goal? Did he want me flustered and falling all over him like the other girls did? Was he going to pretend to seduce me and then spur me off, humiliating me at the last second? Run to my sister and tell her how pathetic I was?

“Oh, yeah?” I blinked innocently. “What exactly are you interested in?”

He matched my harmless attitude, threading his tie through two fingers and slid them down the length. “Avoiding people and staying here in the library with you.”

It was a rare misstep for him. He’d overcompensated, and this was a bluff. I was excited to have the power to call him on it. I swallowed in a preparing breath, shifted the book into my left hand, and set the palm of my right on the center of his tie, my fingertips resting on his dress shirt. The silk was cool and soft, contrasting against the warmth seeping through the fabric covering his hard chest.

I wasn’t practiced at seduction, but I threw everything I had at it. “What should we do?”

His eyes widened. Oh, my God. There wasn’t anything more exciting than seeing the prince caught off guard. It lasted only long enough for me to recognize it before his large hand came down on mine, trapping my fingers in his and pressing my palm flatter against his chest.

“I have some ideas,” he said.

With my hand pressed to him, Royce’s heartbeat was a slow, steady drum. If the roles had been reversed, he would have felt mine hammering in my chest. His thumb moved, brushing slowly over the back of my hand, and tension coiled in my body. I thought he’d back down, but instead he’d returned the challenge, upping the ante. How far was he willing to take this? And . . . how far was I willing to let it escalate?

Each tiny stroke of the pad of his thumb made me want to push further. Every quiet breath we took with our stares locked on each other gave me the courage to keep playing the game.

“Was the girl down the hall not enough for you?” I asked.

“Girl down the—” Confusion darted through him, only to be replaced with a slow smile. “Vance was fucking some blonde when I walked by the guest bedroom. You thought that was me?” When I didn’t answer, his voice dipped lower. “My brother probably left the door open because he wanted an audience. Did you watch them?”

“Maybe.” I dropped my book, and it thudded onto the leather of the ottoman. I graduated from pressing my hand to him to my whole body. The crinoline beneath the skirt of my dress crushed softly between our thighs. Pleasure washed through his expression and simmered into something else.

Something darker and hotter.

His hand was gone, only so he could slip it behind me and lock me in place to him. My white dress was demure in the front but backless, and a shiver glanced down my spine as his fingertips settled on my bare skin. I tilted my chin up, wanting to look strong as his unwavering eyes threatened to undo me completely.

“I like this dress,” he said, trailing his fingers up my back, dragging them along each ridge of my vertebrae like he was counting stacks of money. “But would Medusa wear white? She wasn’t a virgin, after all.”

There was so much sex laced in his voice, I was going to combust and spoke without thinking. “Well, I’m not Medusa.”

The corner of his mouth lifted like it was on a hook. “Is that so?”

Was I supposed to feel shame I hadn’t fucked anyone when I was twenty years old? Like there was something wrong with me? Or was I supposed to feel pride I was a good girl and had kept myself pure?

Because I felt neither. “So what if I’m a virgin? Who fucking cares?”

Royce did, and I disliked the way he looked at me now, like I was a prize. I hated how society, even today, placed so much value on something entirely worthless. Yes, I hadn’t done it yet, but I was sure sleeping with someone wasn’t going to change me.

“How is that possible?” His hand continued to stroke lazily up and down my back, perhaps hoping to elicit another shiver. “No boyfriend while you were off at Etonsons?” A smile dripped off his lips. “Oh, that’s right. It’s an all-girls college.”

It was a strange feeling how my body liked being in his arms and yet the rest of me detested it.

Etonsons was one of the most prestigious schools in the country. They only accepted four percent of the women who applied there, and the private tuition was outrageous. Emily and I both attended, although her acceptance had been more on the strength of our mother’s legacy, whereas mine was my grades.

“What’s the reason you haven’t fucked anyone?” He studied me critically, searching for the answer.

“Economics keeps me busy,” I said casually. “I just haven’t found the time.”

“Bullshit.”

“Maybe I’m not into guys.”

He leaned down so his face was a scant inch from mine. “Try again. Your pupils are dilated. You’re out of breath, and I can see your pulse pounding in your neck. I’m sure if I put my hand up your skirt right now, my fingers would come away wet.”

“They wouldn’t,” I lied.

It was like he knew. “I bet you’re soaked.”

“Fine. Go ahead and do it,” I challenged, “and let’s see who’s right.”

I was glad I’d been gutsy enough to say it, and a thrill ghosted down my legs. He couldn’t accept my challenge. He’d have to cede ground. Everyone knew which Northcott sister he was supposed to end up with, and I wasn’t her. If he put his hand up my skirt, there’d be hell to pay.

But rather than act disappointed, satisfaction flooded the handsome face looming over me. “Oh, don’t you worry. I plan to.”

Breath stuttered and broke down in my lungs, sapping my confidence. He was older and had been playing this game a lot longer. What if I was in over my head? It had seemed like a bluff at first, but now I was less convinced. I lifted my arms and set my hands on his shoulders, drawing us toward the edge of danger.

He brushed the long sweep of my seaweed colored hair back over my shoulder, making room for his warm breath to fill the space and remind me just how close his lips were to my skin.

“You’re doing it again,” he said.

“What?” I whispered.

“Turning me into stone.”

My knees trembled but I locked them in place. “I don’t have that ability. And if I did, it wouldn’t matter. You’d have to actually see me for it to work.”

“I see you.”

“Come on,” I said with irritation. “No, you don’t. I’m a faceless girl to you, Royce. A nobody.”

Fire scorched his eyes. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. I fucking see you, Marist.”

And as if it would prove his point, he slammed his lips down on mine, crushing everything I believed into a million pieces.


Chapter Three


Royce’s kiss wasn’t a three-hundred-dollar bottle of champagne you could sip, it was a shot of the cheapest whiskey you could get your hands on and had to take as quickly as possible. He invaded my senses. His taste stormed past my lips, seared against my tongue, and burned all the way down my throat.

Was he the prince of fire?

His kiss ravaged and consumed.

I cried out against it, a mournful sound escaping my chest as my eyes slammed shut. The idea this wasn’t real sliced deep and left me gasping from hurt. This thing between us, it couldn’t be pretend. It was too powerful, too desperate to be a lie.

His lips moved against mine, demanding I meet his level and match his urgency. His hand on the small of my back drove me deeper against him while his other grabbed a fistful of my hair, tangling my strands in his rough fingers.

Kissing me was forbidden, and I wondered if it was gasoline on the flame between us.

Not to be outdone, I curled my fingers in the hair at the nape of his neck and pulled. He made me mad. Not angry—but crazy. Out of my mind. Reality sifted through my grasp. I could claim surprise at first, but letting him continue to kiss me was a bad idea, and there were major consequences for actively participating in it.

In some versions, Medusa didn’t start as a gorgon. She’d been a beautiful mortal who worshipped Athena and had the terrible misfortune to catch Poseidon’s eye. He followed her into a temple and raped her. Outraged at the desecration of her temple, Athena engaged in the ultimate victim-blaming—she cursed Medusa to become a gorgon with snake hair and banished her to live out her days on a secluded island. There were different versions of the myth, but the ending was always the same. Perseus came along, cut her head off, and was hailed a hero.

Would it be the same for me? Macalister decreed Royce and Emily should be together, and I’d seen what he did to people who created obstacles when he wanted something. Nothing as nefarious as death, but just as bad, really. A single negative word from him meant the offender would be shunned. Their status would evaporate overnight, and soon after, their money. It was what Royce had done to me in high school, but on a much grander scale, and one that involved the whole family.

It was a different kind of murder.

And Macalister wouldn’t blame his golden son for anything. No, the blame for this dangerous and potentially destructive kiss would fall solely on my head, regardless of who had started it or whether I wanted it or not.

You do want it. You want more.

Heat sizzled across my skin, a mixture of desire and anger. I was upset Royce had put me in this position and pissed at how good it felt as his tongue slicked over mine. I didn’t like him, but my body didn’t care. I tugged harder on his hair, not to pull him off me or break the kiss, but to create a manifestation of the discomfort he’d caused.

He grunted so softly it was barely audible, but satisfaction warmed in my center. It died as quickly as it had arrived, because he tore his lips from mine, jammed his face in my neck, and sank his teeth into my flesh.

“Fuck,” I gasped, more surprise than pain, although he’d bitten hard enough it was likely there’d be a mark. The sharp edge of his teeth was replaced by the damp velvet of his tongue, and the shiver that flitted through my shoulders was unstoppable.

“I see you,” he murmured. “And now I’ve tasted you.”

Oh, God.

In addition to Macalister’s threat, my sister’s face flashed through my mind. “No one can know.”

“Who the fuck would we tell? You don’t have any friends.” His mouth latched onto the spot where my neck met my body.

I tried to shove him away but put no effort behind it. His kisses sucked all my strength. “I have friends.”

He straightened and gave me a hard look. Then I was turned roughly in his hands until I was facing the bookshelf and his chest was a wall at my back. “Fictional friends do not count.”

I had to move forward to try to turn and protest, but he just used it as an opportunity to advance on me. We shuffled two small steps until I was trapped and all I could see were the different colored spines of books. And then his lips were on the curve of my neck again, and his fingers traced a line down my bare back.

I peered at the titles before me and slipped deeper into his seduction.

I wished for a lot of things at that moment. To know if my sister had legitimate feelings for the man at my back, whose erection was poking against me. I wanted the door to this library to have a lock on it, and for Royce to use it. And I needed to know, since everything was going to hell anyway, when he was going to make good on his threat of sliding his hand up my dress and discovering how badly he’d turned me on.

I didn’t have feelings for him. At least, not in the way a normal girl would. He used people, and I was eager to do the same to him. He could satisfy my curiosity about sex, and hopefully be very satisfying while doing it.

His hot, hungry mouth roved over me, like he needed to press his lips to every inch of my defenseless flesh he could find. I put my hands out and grasped the dusty shelf before me. Once again, he pushed my hair over my shoulder and out of his way, exposing my back, and I tilted my chin down to my chest.

“This is my favorite part of a woman.” He drew a line across my shoulder blades with his tongue. Goosebumps pebbled on my skin. Of course, this was his favorite spot. Not the breasts, or the ass, or the legs . . . but the place that controlled all of a woman’s physical power.

The place where she was most vulnerable.

If someone walked in right now, they’d have to think the scene was beyond strange. A girl with green hair in a virginal cocktail dress, clutching the bookcase for dear life as the man in the suit behind her worshiped her back with both his hands and his mouth. It was relatively benign what we were doing, but it was the most erotic moment of my life.

Pleasure radiated from his kisses, and the warmth spread deep between my legs. It got worse as he gripped my hips and ground himself against me. I wasn’t sure which was more shocking, the sensation of his hard length, or that he found kissing me arousing.

Royce’s words twisted with lust. “I want to fuck you under this white dress.”

He kept one hand tight on my hip but slid the other up the curve of my body. All the way until it was cased around my throat, forcing my head back onto his shoulder. His fingers flexed, constricting just enough to make me feel his dominance but not outright fear.

He growled roughly in my ear. “I want to see your red lipstick smeared all over my dick.”

I exhaled a sharp breath.

His voice was abruptly so low and smooth, it sounded like he was inside my head. “Would you like that?”

Would I? The image of me on my knees, his belt and pants undone flickered through my mind. It was undeniably hot, but what about Emily? What about the door that anyone could walk through and catch us?

He sensed my hesitation not by my lack of answer, but by the tension in my body.

“No?” His question was rhetorical. The hand on my hip snaked down to the center of my skirt where he pressed his thick fingers between my legs. The dress had many layers of fabric, but as he rubbed me, the sensation was pleasurable enough to make my heart stop.

When a moan drifted past my lips, a satisfied chuckle rattled in his chest. My legs shook as he deliberately worked the layers of the skirt up, and I jolted when his palm found my inner thigh. What we were doing was bad.

But—God—it would be worse if he stopped.

I couldn’t control my breathing as his hand inched upward and brushed the damp crotch of my panties. His tone was pure evil. “What’s this?”

I didn’t defend myself. I just stood there, waiting patiently for him to cross the line. His phone chimed in his pocket, but he ignored it. He was more interested in teasing and balancing me on the knife’s edge of desire.

Royce finally stroked his hand between my thighs, touching me through the thin satin. He wasn’t gentle about it either, and I was glad. It made it easier to remember I didn’t like him. Plus, the heat between us was searing and urgent, and I’d rather have his touch now than wait for him to be careful.

“I want this,” he said. “Give it to me.”

He couldn’t have sounded more like the spoiled rich brat he was if he’d tried.

But a shudder wracked my body. This was a demand from the prince and one I would have to obey, but I’d do it gladly, even when I didn’t understand exactly what I was surrendering. My body? My virginity? More?

It was poetic justice that the man who’d caused the delay in my sexual journey would be the same one who’d start me on it. And he fucking owed me.

“All right,” I whispered.

My agreement was a release. It was a signed contract, a done deal, and tension poured from my muscles. It made me malleable in his steady and no doubt experienced hand.

He dug his fingers inside my underwear, and I tightened my grip on the bookshelf, clamping my teeth together to hold back a breathy moan. His touch was so different than my own. Rougher. Confident. Greedy.

It was so much better.

Could he feel my pulse roaring in my neck? His hand still collared me, but there wasn’t aggression there. He saved all of that for the hand strumming between my legs, stirring my clit. I was going to melt. Drip down his fingers, pool onto the floor, and seep into the fibers of the Persian rug.

His phone chimed again.

Its mechanical noise didn’t belong here. The only sounds I wanted ringing in my ears were my whimpers of pleasure and his hurried breaths. But the second text alert was a trigger. It felt like a bomb had been armed and we only had so much time left before it blew up in our faces. Someone was eventually going to come looking for him.

Royce’s tie swayed against my back as he moved his arm, working me over. Then he slid a finger inside, and I wanted to curl up onto my toes.

“Oh, fuck,” I groaned. I tilted my head forward, letting it thud onto the bookshelf with a soft bang. It wasn’t that his intrusion felt particularly good, but the idea of it? That, I enjoyed very much. I liked his possession.

His tongue was at the shell of my ear, and although he wasn’t saying anything with words, his hot breath whispered dark thoughts directly into my mind. I spread my legs wider, increasing my stance, and rocked on the finger pulsing inside me.

“You sure you’re a virgin?” He nipped at my earlobe, and his tone was teasing. “Because you’re fucking my hand like you’re not.”

“Shut up,” I gasped.

He laughed and tightened his hold on my neck, wordlessly telling me I’d better watch it. I didn’t get to tell him what to do. His firm hand was a reminder of who was in control right now.

His long, fat finger withdrew, only to rub lazy circles on my swollen, sensitive clit. It was overwhelming, everything that was happening. He returned to kissing my neck, his lips working just under the hand he pressed to my pulse point. I jolted and stretched at the fingers twitching inside my panties, writhing like a mindless animal.

Royce boiled the thoughts in my head down to single words. Want. Need. Come.

“This is mine now,” he said.

I couldn’t see his face, but I pictured his expression. It was the same one he’d wear someday in the boardroom during a hostile takeover. Absolute.

He said I was his. I tried to understand what he meant, but I was fracturing. He increased the intensity, and pleasure spilled from my center, running down my legs. I was coming apart.

“You wait for me. You understand?”

Wait for him? My confusion made the orgasm brewing in my system hesitate.

It was less of an order from him, and more like a plea. “I get to be first, Marist. No one else touches you.”

I tried to step away, but his strong arms crushed me back against him, trapping me. And as I settled into my new prison, he rewarded me. His hand fluttered until it became too much. I cried out, my voice soft but soaked with bliss as I came.

It was violent.

I flinched and contracted under the weight of the pleasure, its intensity so strong for a moment it felt like dying.

I hadn’t finished recovering when Royce turned my head toward his and captured my mouth in a brutal kiss.

“You’ll wait,” he demanded. “Say you’ll do it.”

Nothing made sense right now, but I was under his influence and would agree to nearly anything. His magnetic voice was a siren’s call, luring me in.

“Yes,” I breathed.

Something oddly like relief filled his eyes and then vanished. “Good.”

He let go of me and stepped back so suddenly, I had to use the bookcase to keep myself upright, nearly toppling it and crushing us both. I got strength back in my legs and whirled around to face him, only to see his broad back heading quickly for the exit.

“Royce.” I said it the same way I’d tell him to stop.

But he didn’t. He opened the door and disappeared into the hallway, never once looking back at me.


Chapter Four


One Year Later

I was still a virgin on my twenty-first birthday.

It wasn’t done out of loyalty to Royce, I continually reassured myself. I hadn’t seen him since his graduation party a year ago and did my best not to think about him at all these days. It had been hard at first. I’d spent an unhealthy amount of time obsessing over our night in the library and wondering what the hell had happened. Had I done something wrong? Or had the whole thing just been one massive mindfuck?

It was going to be tough to get through today without thinking about him. He, along with his father, was due at the house within the hour.

I sat on the tile floor of Emily’s bathroom, gazing at my purple toenail polish. She was beside me, and I stroked a hand over her hair as she bent over the toilet and spit the lingering stomach acid from her mouth. I tore off a strip of toilet paper and passed it to her as she leaned back, and I stayed quiet as she wiped the corners of her mouth.

Her eyes were bloodshot. She’d thrown up so many times today, it’d burst blood vessels.

“Feeling better?” I asked.

“A little. God, please tell me it’s finally out of my system.” Her skin was ashen and waxy. “Shit,” she groaned, collapsed back against the wall and put a hand on her forehead. “What the hell am I going to do?”

“People get sick,” I offered. “Everyone understands that.”

Her red-rimmed eyes popped open and stared at me like I was nuts. “Macalister won’t.”

She was right, so I wasn’t going to argue with her. Humans got sick, but Macalister Hale wasn’t human, so he wouldn’t be able to relate. Our father had tried to cancel the luncheon, but his boss refused. There were important things that needed to be discussed. Plus, he told my father there was “plenty of time for Emily to get herself together” before they arrived.

Macalister probably thought it was just a hangover and not actual food poisoning as my father had explained.

“Maybe a shower will help,” I said, glancing at the screen of my phone. The meeting was unavoidable, and she needed to get her ass in gear if she was going to attempt to look presentable.

“Okay,” she said weakly. I helped her up off the floor and plodded over to the shower, turning on the water.

After she finished, there was a knock at the bathroom door, but it swung open without waiting for a response, and our mother floated in. Her dark chocolate colored hair didn’t show a speck of gray because she paid a great deal of money for it not to. She wore a red and navy striped dress with a pleated skirt, and although lunch wouldn’t be served for another hour, she was all polished and ready to give Martha Stewart a run for her money.

She watched Emily climb feebly out of the shower, and worry streaked across her face. “Did anyone else get sick?”

I shook my head. “Em is the only one who ordered the salmon.”

My mother scowled, creating a crease in her forehead. “Don’t call her that today, all right?”

My sister’s nickname had never been an issue before. Any other time, I’d have been irritated at the idea of changing my behavior to please someone else, but today I would go with it. “Okay.”

The Hale family held sway over everything, and my parents would have less stress over the President of the United States visiting. They were supposed to be friends, but every moment with the Hales was rigid and formal. A visit with Macalister was a job interview that never ended. Every answer and action you made was evaluated and catalogued in his brain, and one wrong move would be disastrous.

“I should call the restaurant and let them know,” my mother said. “A lot of times it doesn’t get reported and—”

She froze as she stared at her daughter’s bloodshot eyes. It was obvious the thoughts running through her mind. First was concern over how sick Emily was, but the second thought was given almost as much priority. She was worried what Macalister’s reaction would be.

“I think I’ve got some Visine,” I whispered.

My mother’s attention swung toward me and, as she blinked, it was like she was seeing me for the very first time. Her critical gaze took in my deep emerald hair, scoured downward over my tank top and shorts, and landed on my flip-flops.

“Marist, please. Get dressed. I’m getting nervous sweats just looking at you.”

Emily lurched toward the toilet again. There wasn’t much left to throw up, and my mother and I stood helplessly by as she dry-heaved. If there was a way I could have transferred the sickness to myself, I gladly would have done it. It was so hard to watch my sister feeling miserable.

And she’d said the salmon wasn’t even that good. We’d gone out last night with her friends to celebrate her graduation from Etonsons. It had been a small gathering. The garden party my parents were planning would happen over Memorial Day weekend when the weather was better.

My mother locked eyes with me as Emily coughed and moaned. “Wear something nice. You might have to represent both my daughters today.”

*     *     *

After much arguing, I wore the pomegranate dress Emily had intended to wear. With my green hair, I was modern Christmas colors in May. The V neck party dress wasn’t my style, but it fit me and satisfied my frazzled mother.

After getting dressed and putting on the makeup my sister insisted I wear, I lingered upstairs as long as I could when the Hale men arrived. I waited until my father had to call for me to join them. It had been a small miracle I’d gone this long without running into Royce since I’d returned from college, but I couldn’t avoid him any longer. I teetered down the staircase on Emily’s heels, which were a half-size too big and made me clutch tight to the banister.

The polite conversation ceased at my entrance, and for a moment I became Medusa, turning everyone into statues. My father was the first to break form and gave a surprised smile, happy to see me. There was safety in numbers around the Hales, after all.

The patriarch of the visiting family took longer to recover and look mostly human again.

At fifty-two, Macalister’s hair didn’t contain a single thread of silver. It was swept perfectly over to one side, not a strand out of place, and I wondered if he simply decreed it in the morning and his hair fell into line. His nose was long, his cheekbones were high, and he was in perfect shape.

And just like his sons, Macalister was ruthlessly attractive.

But there was an unsettling edge in his eyes. As if he’d seen the entire world, down to every crevice, and found all of it so very disappointing.

His top lip curled as his gaze evaluated me top to bottom. Oh, he fucking hated my unnatural hair color, and it was so bad, he wasn’t even going to acknowledge me. I didn’t deserve a sliver more of his attention.

Royce, on the other hand, was frozen and focused only on me. His wide eyes didn’t blink for an abnormally long moment, and with the surprised expression fixed on his face, he looked . . . strange. Like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Otherwise, he appeared the same as last time. Still irritatingly sexy, wearing a cobalt blue suit with no tie, and shoulders set with confidence.

Had he not expected to see me? I guessed that made sense. His younger brother Vance hadn’t come, and when Macalister had requested the lunch, he’d only asked Emily attend.

The anxiety of it hadn’t helped my sister with the nausea.

Macalister cleared his throat, jolting his son from his stupor, then narrowed his exacting gaze on my father. “Where’s your other daughter?”

My father stiffened. “She’s still not feeling well.”

Macalister was only a few inches taller than my father, but he seemed to loom over everyone, and his displeasure drifted down, permeating the room. “Then she can join us after lunch.”

My mother’s shoulders sagged, but she nodded and gestured to the dining room, ushering us toward the table our housekeeper Delphine had set with our fine china.

Since my father sat at the head of the table, I ended up across from Royce, and I spent the majority of the meal staring at the gold filigree in my plate, rather than endure his stare that drilled down into me.

The conversation was stilted pleasantries like it always was. Macalister’s only hobby was being an asshole, so it made him difficult to talk to. He’d changed so much over the years. I barely remembered how he used to be, or if he had ever genuinely smiled.

As soon as Delphine cleared the plates from the main course and disappeared through the door to the kitchen, my father’s boss laced his fingers together and set them on the table. The air shifted in the room. It was time to discuss business.

“Royce will be joining the board of directors,” Macalister said.

Holy shit.

He dropped his plain statement on the table, but it fell like an anvil and crushed through the floor, threatening to pull us all down with it. It was no secret my father wanted the coveted seat on the board. Royce was a Hale, so it was natural he’d be offered one eventually but, Jesus, he’d only been working at the company for a year.

And he was twenty-five.

Splotches of red crawled up my father’s neck and peeked out over the starched collar of his dress shirt. No doubt he was thinking how he’d been working for Hale Banking and Holding from before Royce was born. Charles Northcott was supposed to be next in line.

My gaze snapped to Royce, but he simply stared back, devoid of any emotion. He’d become a statue once again.

“How wonderful,” my mother choked out.

“Yes,” my father lied.

Macalister gave a subtle nod. “As you know, this is a huge honor.” His tone was cursory. “We have a tradition that goes along with it.”

A thousand tiny spiders crawled along my back.

The last time someone had joined the board, I’d been eight. No one explained to me what the process was, and not that anyone could. The tradition went back several generations in the company, and only the board members were privy to it. There was an initiation, or a ceremony, or some weird rite of passage, and then an enormous party afterward to celebrate. Like the private and elusive societies at an Ivy League school, I found the whole secret thing pretentious. Men making a big deal and pretending to be more important than they were.

“Now that Emily has finished school,” Macalister continued, “it makes sense that she joins Royce. Once he takes his seat, we will announce their engagement at the celebration afterward.”

It was surprising when my jaw fell open, it didn’t thump audibly onto the table.

In the past year, Emily and Royce had been on exactly one date, and she’d said it had been horrible. They had little in common and zero chemistry, according to her. I’d found that a little surprising. He was an asshole for sure . . . but no chemistry? I certainly hadn’t experienced that issue with him.

His kiss had burned for weeks after.

A part of me was secretly thrilled it hadn’t worked out between them.

Wait for me, his voice echoed through my mind.

Beneath the table, I pinched my knees together. It was hard to handle the memory while he was seated right in front of me.

But he didn’t protest the suggestion of marrying my sister. He didn’t say a goddamn thing about what his father had just announced, and irrational jealousy knifed through me. And even if you put the lack of chemistry thing to the side, Emily wasn’t even in the fucking room.

It shouldn’t have been so shocking. This marriage proposal wasn’t about love, it was a business merger. Macalister didn’t think my sister needed to be included in the negotiations of it, apparently.

My family’s confusion came out in a single word from my mother. “What?”

He looked irritated he had to spell it out. “Royce would like to ask for Emily’s hand in marriage.”

An incredulous laugh burst from my mouth. Was he seriously letting his daddy do this? “Maybe we should get Emily in here,” I said, my tone sarcastic. “She might have some thoughts about it.”

When Macalister’s icy gaze turned on me, I shivered. I wanted to fold up inside myself until there was nothing left.

“Then perhaps you should go and fetch her,” he decreed.

I stole away from the table, happy to be gone. I stepped out of my heels, depositing them at the base of the steps, and raced up the front staircase, my dress swishing as I went. I burst breathlessly into Emily’s room without knocking and discovered her sitting on the side of her unmade bed, her arms folded across her stomach. She looked like she was holding herself together.

“Em,” I said. “You need to get downstairs now.”

I darted into her walk-in closet and rifled through the dresses hanging there. There was a peach floral dress that was a bit too summery, but it would do. I snatched it off the hanger and stormed back into her room, holding it out urgently.

“Macalister just asked if Royce could have your hand in marriage.”

I’d expected laughter. Disbelief. Shock.

Instead, she cast her glassy, red-rimmed eyes down at her damask bedspread. Somehow, she knew this was coming.

A void opened in my chest. My sister was my best friend, and we told each other everything.

No, you don’t.

I hadn’t told her about my night in the library with Royce. I’d had a good reason not to before they attempted a relationship, and after it was clear nothing was going to happen, it seemed pointless to tell her.

I pushed my questions and sting of betrayal to the side. We’d deal with it later. Right now, we needed to handle the situation. I loved my father with all my heart, but he wasn’t as strong as he needed to be. He was susceptible. He folded and gave in too quickly, especially when it was something he wanted, like another cigar or glass of whiskey.

What if Macalister offered a seat on the board in exchange for Emily? It was absolutely something the shrewd businessman would do, and it was possible our father would be foolish enough to accept. Not that my sister would ever go along with it, but just the insane negotiation could be disastrous.

“Get dressed,” I ordered.

She did as I told her, moving like she was trying to delay the hangman’s noose.

Her hair was washed, but not styled, and there wasn’t a speck of makeup on her face when I led her downstairs, but it was better than her not being there at all. When we appeared, Macalister rose from his seat. Was this courtesy, or a power move? Royce stood as well, but his hesitation made it feel like an afterthought.

Her voice was as fragile as she looked. “Mr. Hale.” Her gaze rolled over to his son. “Royce.”

Macalister rounded the end of the table and strode toward her, his hand outstretched for a greeting. Earlier, he’d forgone a handshake when meeting a nobody like me, making it clear how much he preferred my sister.

“It’s nice to see you again, Emily.” There was no warmth in his tone, but I didn’t think he was capable.

She opened her mouth to say something, but words did not come out. Instead, she heaved the contents of her stomach all over his offered hand.


Chapter Five


My mother screamed. It was an awful sound, far worse than the groan from Emily as she tried unsuccessfully to cover her mouth and stop the catastrophe. The red dye from the sports drink she’d consumed was a sickly color when it came back up, like fake, garish blood running through her fingers.

The legs of my father’s chair screeched across the hardwood as he leapt to his feet, yanked a cloth napkin off the table, and scurried to help his boss.

Macalister reared back. Red bile dripped from his hand, and he held it far away from his body. If he could have severed it clean off at that moment, he might have. Royce and I stood in stunned silence while everyone else buzzed around in a flurry of activity.

Emily muttered an apology and vanished. My father led his boss away to the nearest bathroom to wash off, while my mother chased down Delphine to clean up the puddle of vomit on the floor.

It left me alone with Royce, staring at each other from across the expansive table my family hardly ever used.

“Hello, Marist. Or is it Medusa now?” His lips held the faintest of smiles. “Did you do what I asked?”

Air halted painfully in my body as everything constricted. I couldn’t believe he had the balls to ask me that after what had just happened, after all this time, and to be so casual about it. Flames bloomed in my chest. “It’s Medusa.”

“Liar.” He smiled so victoriously, I almost didn’t catch the relief he was trying to hide beneath it. His gaze drifted from me to the door our fathers had disappeared through. “Is she pregnant?”

So much had happened in the last few seconds, I couldn’t process. “What?”

He didn’t repeat it, instead he let the question soak in silence.

Emily couldn’t be pregnant. “She’s not even dating anyone.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Last time I checked, that’s not a requirement for getting knocked up.”

I couldn’t manage my emotions. “She’s not.”

As soon as the statement was out, I began to question it. Whatever was going on with this insane wedding proposal, she hadn’t confided any of it in me. My mouth went dry. She hadn’t had anything to drink last night either. One of her friends had ordered celebratory tequila shots, but Emily turned hers down. She’d said she’d gotten sick off of Patron after finals week, and the smell made her nauseated.

Whatever expression I was making must have given away my thoughts because he looked smug.

“Fuck off, Royce,” I snarled. “If she was pregnant, she’d tell me.”

The door to the kitchen swung closed, announcing we were no longer alone. The cold draft of Macalister Hale was back, making the temperature in the room plummet until it was arctic.

“She’s pregnant?” He appeared just as horrified as when my sister had thrown up on him.

“No, she’s not,” I answered quickly.

Royce shoved his hands in his pants pockets and rocked back on his heels like he found the whole thing amusing. “Go ask her. One hundred bucks says she is.”

I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of running away, but his father had a way of making his desires known without saying a word. The set of his shoulders and the way he angled them toward me expectantly left me with no choice. I trudged back up the stairs with my hands balled into fists. I wished I could have reveled in the moment when someone threw up on Macalister, and if it had been anyone else not in my family, I would have.

She wasn’t sitting on the bed this time, and I could hear her soft crying coming from the bathroom. She was bent over the sink, splashing water on her heated face. As soon as she saw me over her shoulder in the mirror, she straightened.

“Is it possible to die of shame?” She stared up at the ceiling, trying hopelessly to blink back her tears. “I want to. I’m so fucking embarrassed and miserable.”

I had no idea what to say. I wasn’t good at sugarcoating things, and my sister wasn’t an idiot. She knew this wasn’t something Macalister would quickly forgive or forget.

When I lingered awkwardly in the doorway, her expression changed to one filled with worry. “What now?”

“Are you pregnant?”

I’d whispered it, but her reaction was as if I’d screamed it at her. My sister’s eyes expanded with shock, and then guilt spread through them like red wine spilled on a white tablecloth. Her gaze fell to her feet. “I’m . . . three weeks late.”

“Three?” I had a million questions, but the practical one came out first and in a rush. “Shit, why haven’t you taken a test?”

She shoved away from the sink and pressed the back of her hand to her lips. “Because,” she said in a hush, “I know what it’s going to say, and I don’t want it to, okay?” Tears ran down her cheeks and dripped onto the travertine tile.

My heart broke a little. Not just for her, but selfishly for myself. She’d suspected for weeks and not confided in me. How many secrets was she keeping? “Whose is it?”

“I haven’t told him yet.”

“Em.”

“He’s married. Oh, God, I’m a terrible person.” She shut her eyes, squeezing out a fresh batch of tears. “It’s . . . Dr. Galliat.”

“Your psychology professor?”

She nodded. “What the hell am I going to do?”

“Well, you’re not marrying Royce Hale, for starters.” I put my hand on her shoulder and pulled her close, crushing her into a hug. “It’s all right,” I murmured. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

I held her reassuringly while the sobs wracked her body, not caring if her tears were staining my dress. I wondered if this baby could be a blessing in disguise. I certainly couldn’t imagine Macalister as a father-in-law and didn’t want us involved with the Hale family any more than we already were. It already felt like too much.

*     *     *

By the time I returned to the dining room, everything was back the way it had been at the start of lunch—except for the faint, lingering smell of disinfectant. Everyone was seated and appeared calm, but the tension was so strong, it invaded my senses like a thick paste.

“How is she?” my mother asked.

Royce took one look at me and smirked. “Pregnant. You owe me a hundred dollars.”

Macalister didn’t react with his face. He was perfectly composed even as he slammed a fist on the table so hard it created an enormous boom and made the silverware dance on the plates. Royce sobered, and for the first time I could remember, he looked nervous.

“That is unacceptable.” Macalister’s eyes were an intense Nor’easter, and I locked my knees before the hurricane-force winds knocked me down.

My parents were stunned, but the blow to the table seemed to knock my mother back to life. She pushed back her chair. “Please excuse me.”

“Sit down.”

At Macalister’s snarl, she froze halfway out of her seat but then straightened until she stood tall, her backbone hardening. “No. I need to speak with my daughter.”

“In a minute,” he ordered. “You’ll hear what I have to say first.” His attention slithered my direction. “Take your seat. This involves you now, Marist.”

He hardly ever said my name, and for that, I was grateful, because I always shuddered when he did. My feet moved independent of my mind to follow his order and bring me to my chair, and I fell into it while my heart rose into my throat.

“I’m not sure if you’re aware,” he adjusted the sleeves of his dress shirt beneath his suitcoat, “that the Northcott family has accrued so much debt, it’s likely you’ll declare bankruptcy by the end of the summer.”

I let out a short laugh.

What the hell was he talking about? I glanced around our dining room. The ornate, hand-carved table had enough seating for sixteen, and the curtains were Dupioni silk. We’d just had a meal cooked by our private chef and served by our live-in staff.

We had money in spades.

Yet . . .

When I glanced at my parents, they both looked like they’d swallowed the canary, and choked half to death on it.

“I don’t understand,” I said.

My grandparents, the ones I’d been named after, had left their enormous wealth to my mother. Besides that, my father’s annual salary was six figures. We had money in multiple markets. Property. Assets. There was no way bankruptcy was lurking around the corner. It just wasn’t fucking possible.

“A decade ago,” Macalister announced, “your father made a series of terrible investments. He chased the market for a while and dug a deeper hole. To stay afloat, they began draining their savings. You’re a student of economics at Etonsons, correct?”

Hyperawareness inched over my skin, coupled with a terrible feeling of dread. “Yes, sir.”

“Then I don’t need to tell you how your tuition, plus your sister’s, is more than Charles makes in a year. To keep you enrolled, he sold off his stock options.”

My heart raced as the financial walls began to close in, making me swallow thickly. “But the house—”

“Was mortgaged three years ago and is now in default. I’m sure you know which bank holds the lien.” He looked sickeningly pleased to tell me all this. “The fact is Charles and Delancey have been living well beyond their means for years. But that ends today.”

I expected my parents to say something, to either defend themselves or say it wasn’t true. But they were utterly silent, and the quiet grew more crippling with each breath I pulled in. All of our money was . . . gone?

Macalister spread his hands and placed his fingertips on the tabletop. “The only thing you currently own worth any value is your name and reputation.” His statement was laced with a threat. We were all acutely aware he could take those just as easily as he could take the house. A single word from him and we’d be shunned.

“I’m going to make an offer,” he said. “Only a fool wouldn’t accept it.”

I dragged my gaze from Macalister, unable to look at him. I didn’t want him to see the panic swamping in my eyes. Instead, I turned my attention to his son.

Royce sat perfectly still, one hand on the table, his fingertips resting against the edge of his folded napkin. The way he was unnaturally frozen in this casual position made me think it was for show. That inside he was tense and uncomfortable, and worried if he moved, he might give that away.

Macalister straightened in his chair, drawing my attention back to him. “When a new member is welcomed to the board, a woman plays an important role in the tradition.”

My parents’ shame had left them unable to speak, so I had to. “What kind of role?”

“She becomes his wife.”

Oh, my God. The Hales had always been old-fashioned, but this was . . . archaic.

“Marriage is an important partnership,” he continued. “And it’s one the board needs to approve.” He didn’t notice the shock rippling through me. “Your parents were terrible with their finances, but they did a sufficient job raising their daughters. Obviously, Royce isn’t going to marry Emily now, but your family name has enough status that, even though you’re young, this pairing makes sense. And a Hale marrying a Northcott is what Royce’s mother always wanted.”

My shoulders rose and fell as I struggled to catch my breath. “You mean, Royce and I—?” My gaze flicked toward the man seated across from me. He hadn’t moved, but there was an edge of excitement in his blue eyes.

An unwanted flash of heat coursed through me, when it should have been disgust.

“You will marry my son,” Macalister stated flatly. “In exchange, I’ll forgive your parents’ mortgage and they can keep the house that’s been in your mother’s family for four generations. For appearances’ sake, your father will continue at the company, but his finances will be taken over by a manager of my choosing.”

Because he wouldn’t want any scandal with his daughter-in-law’s family, and more likely, because he preferred having total control.

My voice was hollow. “If I don’t?”

“Charles will have to find employment elsewhere.” Macalister’s expression was a storm, and he dropped the pretense. “I’ll foreclose on the house, and everyone will know how your parents squandered their money. When I’m done, you won’t even have your reputation. You’ll be left with nothing.”

My mother burst into tears, and my heart tore down the middle. One side ached for her and this humiliation, and the other side was hot with anger. They’d seen this coming for years and purposefully kept it from my sister and me. They hadn’t scaled back or tightened their belts. How could they continue living like nothing was wrong? Was it avoidance? Or pure denial?

I sucked in a breath through my teeth as another idea took shape. Perhaps they had a plan and had just been biding their time. Maybe they’d been counting on Emily marrying Royce and bailing them out.

It was the anger that gave me strength, although it couldn’t be heard in my voice. I’d been told Macalister was a ruthless negotiator, but I was about to find out firsthand. “I . . . have a counteroffer.”

His shoulders snapped back like I’d asked if his Cartier watch was a fake, but I sensed he was simply posturing. He probably enjoyed this sort of thing. “My offer was more than generous.”

I ignored him. “If I agree to marry Royce,” hysterical laughter bubbled in my throat, but I tamped it down, “we keep the house, my father keeps his job and agrees to the financial planner.”

Macalister’s irritation swelled to outright anger. “That’s the exact offer I just proposed.”

A tremble worked its way up my legs but was thankfully hidden beneath the table. Outwardly, I tried to match his merciless personality. I said it before I lost the nerve.

“And also, ten million dollars.”


Chapter Six


A deal is deemed good when neither side is happy at the end of negotiations, and right now Macalister Hale looked very, very unhappy.

I could relate.

My parents gaped at me. A stunned, short laugh came from Royce and hung awkwardly in the air.

Macalister’s question was deadly quiet. It was scarier than if he’d shouted it at me. “Are you out of your mind?”

Obviously, I was, because I was considering this absurd deal. I had no desire to be married at twenty-one, and even less interest in becoming Mrs. Royce Hale. But what choice did I have? My entire family was broke, soon none of us would be employed, and it was likely my sister had a baby on the way.

I risked angering him further, and my voice warbled with a tremble. “Ten million isn’t that much to you.”

“No.” Rather than storm away from the table, he leaned over it, getting closer to me. “Understand something. I’m already forgiving a huge mortgage. I’m not stupid enough to extend your parents another loan.”

“It wouldn’t be a loan.” I scrambled to come up with something. Anything to leverage. How deep did our money troubles run? What if my parents had years’ worth of back taxes outstanding? Beneath the table, I balled my hands into fists. “Think of it as a reverse dowry. You’d be buying my silence and . . .” I choked it out, “loyalty to Royce.”

Meaning I was essentially selling myself to him.

Macalister’s eyes went thin as he evaluated it, and he made me wait a lifetime before speaking. “Five hundred thousand.”

Relief and terror mixed inside my stomach. I was a freight train, barreling along much too fast and locked in on a path with one destination. Negotiations had started, and there was no turning back. I needed as much money as I could get. “Eight million.”

His sneer cut me in half. “You think I’d be willing to pay that much? It’s insulting.”

“No more than your counteroffer.”

The corner of his eyes crinkled. He was surprised I hadn’t backed down, and perhaps intrigued. “I want this done. Two.”

I was terrified to push my luck but went for it. “Five.”

There was no emotion on his face. No hint of what he was thinking or what would happen next. He could laugh, he could curse, or he could walk away and leave us with nothing. I waited with painful anticipation.

“Five million dollars, Marist Northcott,” he said, “and you better be the perfect, dutiful wife. You will look and act exactly how we tell you to. A paradigm of class, the girl who everyone looks up to and wants to be.”

Oh, God. It was impossible to breathe. How was a nobody like me supposed to accomplish that?

“If you don’t receive approval from the board, this offer is revoked. The house, the money, everything evaporates. You understand?”

I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded.

“Then, we have a deal?” It was more statement than question from him.

“Marist.” My mother’s voice was a ghost. “We’ll figure something out. You don’t have to do this.”

Who was she fucking kidding? Of course, I did. Up until now, my life had been easy. I’d been protected. My parents had spoiled Emily and me and given us anything we’d ever wanted. They’d ensured I’d never had to sacrifice or struggle.

I peered across the table at the man who looked a lot like his father but hadn’t gained as hard of an edge yet. I traced the lines of Royce’s fingers with my gaze and couldn’t help but think about how he’d made me come. How he’d shattered me so completely with that same hand when he’d push me against the bookcase and jammed it inside my panties.

I could still smell the dusty, oaky scent of the library even now.

Agreeing to this was hard and unfair . . . but there were worse things than having to marry into one of the wealthiest families in the country. Becoming a Hale wasn’t exactly a death sentence.

It wouldn’t be—as long as I didn’t lose who I was along the way.

“Yes.” I said it so softly it was impossible to hear, so I cleared my throat and strived for an even, sure tone. “I agree.”

Royce’s unexpected smile made my heart stumble. Was I reading him right? He looked pleased at my answer, like he wanted this. What kind of sense did that make?

His father’s reaction was far more muted. Macalister was relieved to have an unpleasant task completed. He rose from his seat, reached across the table, and extended his hand. I smoothed my palms down on my skirt as I stood, wiping the sweat from them, and took the first handshake Macalister had ever offered me, sealing the deal.

His grip was overpowering and dominating, and I had the terrible feeling this was only a small taste of the control he craved. He held on to me as he spoke. “While I would have preferred you accepted my initial offering, I respect that you didn’t. Maybe there’s a brain in there beneath that ridiculous hair you’ve got.” His compliment was mostly backhanded. Then he added, “I can see why Royce likes you.”

Since he still had hold of me, Macalister had to feel the jolt traveling through my body. My gaze snapped to his son. Alarm blared loudly on Royce’s expression but was shuttered instantly.

“I don’t,” he said quickly. “Like I told you before, either Northcott girl is fine with me.”

My brain quit functioning, and the word fired off before I could rein it in. “Wow.”

As he retreated into his emotionless, statue-like state, I must have misinterpreted his reaction from before. He didn’t care about my sister or me. We were interchangeable women to be married off. Merely a commodity.

Aren’t you?

I’d just sold myself to him.

Turmoil churned in my belly, and for a moment, I wondered if I too would throw up all over Macalister’s hand. I jerked back and forced my anxiety down. The full scope of what I’d agreed to hadn’t hit me yet, and I needed to keep it together long enough until the Hales were gone. Then I could process the terrible decision I’d made.

A sinister smile lifted on Macalister’s lips as he looked at his son, as if he wanted to see Royce squirm. “If that’s true, what was all that on the car ride over here?”

“It was nothing.” His voice was clipped. “I think it’s time for dessert.” When no one moved, he prompted my mother. “Mrs. Northcott?”

God, what an arrogant prick.

*     *     *

I didn’t eat any of the chocolate tart Delphine served. My parents didn’t either, unless my mother pushing around the raspberries with her fork counted. My family had no appetite following all the shit that went down. We sat as captives while Macalister laid out the instructions for the next month of my life.

An appointment was set up with Alice Hale. Royce’s stepmother would meet me at her favorite salon and personally approve the “drastic changes” Macalister said were required to bring me in line with the Hale brand. Obviously, my evergreen hair color would be the first thing to go.

After coaching, which I was sure would be extensive, I’d sit for an initial interview with the board of HBHC. If I passed, a more extensive interview would be held just before the party celebrating Royce’s new position. It would be lavish and extravagant, and the event of the year.

If I was approved, Macalister would announce his son’s engagement to me during his toast that evening.

I saw my opening for a momentary escape when Delphine came in and began to clear the untouched desserts. I set my napkin on the table and seized my plate. “If you’ll excuse me.”

My legs wobbled as I pushed through the swinging door into the kitchen, and the plate clattered as I set it beside the sink. Delphine followed right behind me. Did she know? Did she have any idea my parents were in deep financial trouble and she could be out of a job very soon? Her questioning look was too hard to stomach, and I fled into the empty sitting room.

I shut the door and sank back against it, closed my eyes, and cupped a hand to my forehead. I fought my trembling bottom lip because I was on overload, but I refused to succumb to my emotions. I didn’t want to face them again with a blotchy face and give them the upper hand, plus crying wasn’t going to solve anything.

And it certainly wasn’t going to undo what had been done.

Holy shit, I said I’d marry Royce. Until now, I’d spent my life obscured in Emily’s shadow and I liked it that way. There would be nowhere to hide once I became the princess of Cape Hill.

Deep breaths.

You might not make it that far.

If I couldn’t win the ridiculous approval of the board, at least I’d bought some time to get my parents’ finances in order. With a plan of action drafted up, the helplessness inside me dimmed just enough so I could straighten, press my cool fingertips to my warm cheeks, and calm down. I turned, pulled open the door, and buried my face in a dress shirt as I collided with a hard, male chest.

Royce’s hands clamped down on my shoulders.

My gasp had no impact on him. He drove me back into the room and pulled the door closed behind us. His expression was . . . off. He had the audacity to look concerned.

“Are you all right?”

I blinked. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“If it helps, I have about as much say in this as you do.”

“No, it doesn’t help, and that cannot be true.” My shoulders tensed. Even though he was no longer touching me, the warmth of his palms lingered against my bare skin.

Frustration was an interesting look for him. The spoiled rich boy probably didn’t have a lot of experience dealing with it. He always got whatever he wanted. Royce brushed back the sides of his suit coat as he rested his hands on his hips. It showed off his trim form and the curves of his powerful arms.

Stop looking at him like that.

“Believe what you want, but it’s true,” he said. “I do what I’m told because there’s no alternative. Everything is planned or scheduled. I don’t get to make decisions because my entire fucking life has already been scripted.”

I didn’t want to believe him, but it echoed true. Macalister’s controlling personality was everywhere. My father had told me a story once how his boss had dictated what each staff member would wear during an audit.

Royce’s expression warmed unexpectedly, and his voice dipped low. “But you and me? I was . . . hoping for this outcome.”

Did he think I was stupid? “You literally said ‘either Northcott girl is fine.’”

“I said that to protect you.” His tone was sincere. “It was a lie, Marist. Like I told you last year, I’m not interested in your sister.”

At the memory, the room seemed to grow smaller the longer Royce and I stood alone in it. “Protect me from what?”

He gave a pointed look, as if the answer were obvious.

He was protecting me from his father. I sucked in a breath and matched his gentle tone. “Why?”

“I don’t have time to explain right now. I need your phone. I told them we were exchanging numbers.”

I begrudgingly dug it out of my dress pocket and passed it to him. “Right. Because you should probably have your fiancée’s number.”

He ignored my sarcasm and typed in the new contact, then texted himself from the phone. When done, he held it out to pass it back. Only he used it as an opportunity to jerk me close. His free hand slipped onto my cheek, forcing me to meet his intense gaze.

He was so close, a kiss threatened, and although our lips hadn’t touched, it was powerfully intimate.

“You’re not my fiancée, Marist. Yeah, you made the deal out there, but I haven’t asked you to be my wife.” His gaze roamed across my face, like he was memorizing each detail, before finally ending on my lips. His whispered words brushed over my sensitized skin. “Not yet.”

Was he talking about proposing?

Or kissing me?

He carried out neither threat. Instead, he abruptly released me, and my body was bereft in his absence. Everything was off-balance. And like he’d done last time we’d been alone, he turned on his heel and was out the door before I could utter a word.

*     *     *

Numbness took up residence in my heart that afternoon after the Hales left.

Emily cried as she told our parents she thought she was pregnant, but her shame at disappointing them shifted to fear as they confessed how much financial trouble we were in. I emulated Royce and sat eerily still on the patterned couch in the front room, an emotionless expression slathered on my face like the makeup I’d been asked to wear.

It was the first time I’d seen my father break down, and it was unnerving. Once again, I didn’t want him to surrender so quickly. Why didn’t he fight or defend himself?

Horror splashed across Emily’s face as my mother explained—in between her choked sobs—the deal I’d made with Macalister to try to save us. My sister leaned across the couch and seized my hand in a vise-like grip. “Marist, no. You can’t marry him.”

My voice was detached. “Sure, I can.”

My lack of emotion only increased hers, and panic flooded her face. “No.”

“Why not?”

She glanced at our parents before returning her focus to me. “You don’t love him, and he’s a Hale. They can’t love anyone but themselves.”

Was that true? Was Royce capable of loving another person, or was he Narcissus? In the myth, he’d refused all others and wasted away staring at the only thing he’d been cursed to love—his own reflection.

“There are worse things than marrying Royce Hale,” I said.

“Like what?” she snapped.

I lost the reins on my emotions for a moment. “Oh, I don’t know. Being pregnant and homeless?”

Her eyes went white from the pain I’d inflicted, then filled with tears.

“Shit.” Shame poured onto my shoulders, weighing me down. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

Emily shook her head, silencing me as she brushed the tears away that had collected in her eyes. I didn’t want to be mean. I understood everyone was fragile, but we didn’t have time to sit around feeling sorry for ourselves. My parents had squandered that time just as they had their money.

Thanks to Royce’s cruel comment about me while I was in high school, I’d survived on the fringe of high society. I was certain the rest of my family wasn’t strong enough to do the same.

If our name was all we had left, then—fuck—I’d do everything in my power to keep it.


Chapter Seven


Diamonds and sapphires glittered in the glass box in front of me, and the modern crystal chandelier overhead sparkled, radiating rainbows down on the carpet. The store was decorated in creams and grays so it wouldn’t compete with the breathtaking gems on display. I was at the back, waiting patiently on the edge of my seat for the owner to meet me. For once, traffic had cooperated and the drive into Boston had only taken forty-five minutes, which meant I had arrived early for our appointment.

It forced me to stare at the jewelry locked in the case before me. The gorgeous diamonds were so clear, they looked cold and heavy. Was that how it would feel when Royce slipped an engagement ring on my finger? Like an anchor? I swallowed a breath and tucked a lock of my doomed green hair behind an ear.

“Ms. Northcott?”

The warm, male voice caused me to turn in my seat. “Yes. Sorry, I’m early.”

“No, you’re fine.”

The owner was in his fifties with thinning hair on top, but I liked how he’d buzzed it close rather than grow it long and comb it over. He wore wire-rimmed glasses and a jet-black suit that fit him perfectly.

“I’m Richard Costolli. It’s so nice to meet you.” When I pushed to my feet, he smiled. “Please, keep your seat. I was honored when your mother called.”

“She planned to come, but something came up,” I lied. “It’s just me. I hope that’s okay.”

The truth was my mother found this too difficult. It made our dire situation “too real.” My blood had run hot through my veins. I was doing everything in my power to bail them out, and I was pissed that still, I was the only responsible one.

“Of course. I hope everything is all right.” Mr. Costolli took the empty chair beside me, put one elbow on the glass case, and leaned forward. His expression was full of anticipation.

“Oh,” I said, glancing around. “Do I . . .”

“Right here will be fine.” His eyes gleamed just as much as the jewelry we were surrounded by. “I’m dying to see it.”

I bent down and pulled the blue, leather-bound case from my purse and set it on the glass counter. He ran a hand reverently over the top of the lid, trailing appreciative fingers over the embossed silver logo.

My mother had done the same this morning before handing the box to me, only her fingers had been forlorn, and her eyes filled with unshed tears.

“May I?” he asked, motioning to open it.

I nodded.

There was a sharp intake of breath as he lifted the hinged lid and gazed at the necklace seated on velvet. His voice dropped to a hush. “It’s stunning.”

“Thank you,” I said, my throat tight.

He was absolutely right. The diamond wreath necklace resting below the Harry Winston logo was the most beautiful piece of jewelry I’d ever seen. I’d never worn it, other than the few times growing up when my mother let me try it on.

The diamonds were set so they looked like vines covered in exquisite, faceted ice.

I didn’t know why I felt compelled to tell him, but the words tumbled from my mouth. “My great-grandfather surprised my great-grandmother with it to celebrate their twentieth anniversary. She nearly had a heart attack because I’m told he was . . .” I lowered my voice, “well, a cheap bastard.”

Mr. Costolli laughed, and I gave a forced smile, not wanting him to see how hard this was.

It must not have worked because he turned serious. His solemn expression said he understood whatever figure the necklace appraised for, its sentimental value to my family would far exceed that.

“My mother only wore it once, on the day she married my father,” I added.

Emily and I had both hoped to wear it on our wedding day. I didn’t want to sell it, but we were strapped for money, and insuring a necklace that appraised in the six figures was one of the many expenses we had to cut. I needed to soften the fall for my family if I failed to hold up my end of Macalister’s insane deal.

“This is a very special piece,” Mr. Costolli said quietly. He pulled out a jeweler’s loupe and examined the stones while I retrieved the envelope from my purse that contained all the paperwork he’d need to hold the necklace while it was prepared for auction.

When it was done, I took a final look at the necklace. I tried to ignore the pang of sadness lining my heart as I climbed to my feet. I said my goodbyes to Mr. Costolli, shouldered my purse, and headed for the entrance.

A whisper of something caught my attention. I turned and glanced at the case closest to the door. The rows of engagement rings glinted back, mocking me. I paused then changed course and went to the case.

The settings ran the gamut. Some were simple and understated, and some had no center stone set in them yet. Others were enormous or encrusted with jewels in elaborate designs.

Ever the salesman, Mr. Costolli’s tone was light, but hopeful. “See anything you like?”

“Just looking.” I gave a vague smile.

I wasn’t about to tell him the display filled me with dread. Besides, what I liked was irrelevant. I had no doubt Macalister would have a say in the ring I’d be forced to wear.

*     *     *

After rinsing the dye from my hair, the stylist sat me in his chair and swiveled it away from the mirror, wanting to give me the “grand reveal” when he was done. He’d been blowing out my hair for at least thirty minutes, and every now and again I’d get a flash of a newly-dark lock before it was brushed out of my line of sight.

“I’m sorry, Marist, but this is a mess.” Alice Hale stood across from me, clutched my phone in her hand, and used a manicured finger to scroll through my Instagram profile. Each swipe she made only deepened the crease in her forehead. “It’s all mythology stuff and random pictures of food. This tells me nothing about you. What’s your color story?”

“Color story?” I repeated over the incessant hairdryer.

Alice was classically beautiful. Her look was timeless, with her long blonde hair, big doe eyes, and skin that glowed. I’d swear she had a filter, like I was constantly viewing her through an old timey camera lens. She was luminescent.

Macalister’s second wife was ten years younger than he was, barely in her forties, and although she looked like a trophy wife, Alice was anything but. She was the vice president of marketing at HBHC, a creative genius, and one of the few people at the company who didn’t cower in fear of the boss. It helped she was sleeping with him.

But being married to Macalister came at a price, and she often searched for it at the bottom of a bottle of vodka. Her last stint at rehab seemed to take, though. She’d been ‘on’ and focused the whole time we’d been at the salon, and it had taken a while to cut and color my hair.

“Are you ready?” the stylist asked, but I wasn’t sure if he was talking to me or to Alice. In any case, he didn’t wait for an answer. The chair spun and, as I found my own gaze in the mirror, my lips parted on a deep breath.

“Well?” his voice teemed with pride. “What do you think?”

Alice glanced at my reflection, scrutinized his work, and nodded her approval. “So. Much. Better. Thank you, Sebastian.” She leaned over my shoulder, bringing her face beside mine in the mirror. “Now you look like—”

“My sister,” I interrupted.

“What?” Alice turned and peered at me with new eyes, considering my statement, but shrugged it off. “No. You look better than her.”

I had no idea how to feel about that.

Now that my hair was done, the makeup artist on standby stepped in like a surgeon waiting for the patient to be transferred to their care. She discussed palettes with Alice, and the women found the perfect day-to-evening look for me, all without having to address me directly. My input was not needed.

I wasn’t a tomboy. I liked dresses, and makeup, and feeling feminine, but there was no joy in this unwanted makeover. It wasn’t just my appearance, it was my whole persona they were determined to manipulate. To manufacture. I’d had to give her access to all my social media accounts so she could rebrand them.

It left me powerless as she stripped away one thing after another that made me unique. That made me, me. As Alice’s personal shopper arrived with bags of dresses to try on, each one too sexy, or bold, or edgy . . . anxiety needled up my spine.

If I wasn’t careful, I’d become a Stepford wife. My personality would be hollowed out to make room for their brand, and I’d exist as a shadow of a real woman.

No.

I was determined to play this game until I found a way to beat it.

*     *     *

It wasn’t all that warm outside for late May and there was a breeze, but I was already sweating as I walked up to the restaurant and put a clammy hand on the door handle. The air conditioning slammed into me as I stepped inside and caused a shiver.

Or perhaps it was the man waiting in the foyer for me.

Royce had his back to the door, but he sensed my arrival. He turned, and his intense gaze swept down over my frame, taking in the new, repackaged me. My hair was now back to my natural shade, the color of dark chocolate, and had been curled into soft waves. My eyebrows had been waxed into perfect arches.

Other parts of my body were still pink and raw from wax as well, but they were hidden beneath my lace skirt.

I couldn’t tell from his expression if he liked my new look, or if his smile was fiction. “You look nice,” he said simply.

“Thank you,” I parroted back. “You too.”

He had on a navy sport coat and a check-patterned shirt over his blue jeans. Business up top and casual below, but at the same time, he looked like he could exist in both worlds without any effort. Maybe Alice had helped him find his day-to-evening look too.

Every pair of eyes in the restaurant was on us as we were led to our table for dinner. Probably not every pair, but God, it felt that way.

“Is it just me,” I asked over the top of my menu, “or is everyone staring at us?”

Royce was indifferent. “They’re staring at you.”

His statement rattled me. “Why?”

“Because you’re here with me.” His gaze never lifted to mine, like he couldn’t be bothered. “Or more likely, because you’re fucking gorgeous. Who knows?”

Breath halted in my lungs. “You can’t just say shit like that.”

The leather-bound menu holder dropped onto the table with a thud, and I was met with the full power of Royce’s irritated stare. “That you’re beautiful? You are. Get over it.”

Dismay twisted my lips into a frown. “Please, don’t. I don’t need bullshit lines from someone like you.”

“It’s not a line, and . . . someone like me?” More annoyance darted through his eyes, but intrigue too. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

How was I going to put it into words? “You’re a ‘haver.’ I mean, you could have any woman in this room if you wanted, and probably some of the guys too. You’re young, hot, and filthy rich.”

His irritation vanished. It was replaced with an arrogant expression that said none of this was news to him. I pushed forward, gathering steam.

“Me?” I said. “I’m a ‘have-not.’ I’m sure you didn’t intend for it to happen, but when you said I was a nobody, you made it true. No one will touch me.”

“I touched you.”

He was immune to my scorching glare. “You wanted to know why I was still a virgin last year. Well, there’s your answer. You’re the reason, Royce. Nobody would be caught dead with me.”

He considered the accusation I’d lobbed at him. “You’re wrong,” he said finally. “I was aware what was going to happen. It’s exactly why I said it.”

My head turned into a void. “What?”

He leaned over the table to ensure he had my full attention. “I saw you at the bar with your sister that night. You were swaying to the music, all happy, and pretty, and it pissed me off. My father had already laid out plans for me. I was supposed to be with Emily, but that wasn’t what I wanted.”

I clenched the menu in my hands. I sensed where he was going, but I couldn’t wrap my head around it. My heart chugged along, thumping loudly in my ears.

“So, yeah. I knew you were behind me when I called you a nobody. I did it on purpose, because I couldn’t stand you with anyone else. I wanted you for myself.”

“Oh, my God.” My body flushed hot, although I didn’t know if it was with anger or excitement, or a deadly combination of the two.

“I’d tell you I’m sorry if that was hard for you, but honestly?” He tossed a hand up. “I’m not. I take my victories where I can get them, and I don’t regret what I had to do to earn it. It’s win-at-all-costs in the Hale family. You’ll learn that soon enough.”

Catching my breath was impossible. “You’re making this up.”

He looked dubious. “Seriously? Why would I? I went out with Emily once. Did she tell you about it?”

“She said,” I swallowed thickly, “you were a jerk.”

“Is that it?”

When I didn’t answer, he sat back in his chair and crossed his arms, looking at me like I’d just proved his point.

“I wasn’t aware that was something you could turn on or off.” My tone was dry. “I thought it was a default setting for you.”

He chuckled. “See? You’re like me. You say what you’re thinking, and no one talks to me like that. It’s one of the reasons I like you. Everyone else has their nose so far up my family’s ass it’s uncomfortable.”

One of the reasons. What were the others? “She also said you had zero chemistry.”

The corner of his mouth quirked. “That should have been a dead giveaway. Because you and me, Marist? There’s no fucking issue of chemistry. I still remember what you taste like.”

Oh, Lord.

I put my hands on the linen tablecloth because the world was spinning too fast and threatened to hurl me off. The naïve part of me wanted to believe everything he’d said, but my brain didn’t trust him. He was a master manipulator.

The waitress appeared. “Have you decided?”

“I’m not hungry.” Because what I was interested in wasn’t on the menu.

Royce gave her a strained smile. “We’ll each have the filet, medium rare, with a Caesar salad.” He snatched up the wine list and pointed to an entry. “And this bottle of wine, please.”

She was gone almost instantly.

“I said I’m not hungry,” I repeated.

“And this is supposed to be a date, not a business meeting, so maybe start acting like it.”

Our evening tonight was to lay the groundwork that Royce and I were a couple, so when our engagement was announced next month it’d be less of a shock. Cape Hill wasn’t large, and news of our evening would spread quickly.

Especially since the girl two tables over from us had snapped a picture. It was probably already up on Instagram.

At least, if it fit in with the girl’s color story.

“It’d be more believable if you didn’t look like you hate my guts,” he added.

“I don’t,” I said and frowned. “Honestly? I have no idea how to feel about you.”

A playful expression crossed his face. “I think you like me. You just don’t want to.”

“God, you’re cocky.”

He grinned widely, and I did my best not to let it get to me. A weaker woman would have swooned at that smile. “It’s not cocky,” he said, “if you can back it up.”

I rolled my eyes. “That’s exactly what a cocky person would say.”

He laughed. It was a pleasant sound. “Can I tell you something?”

“Go for it.”

“You look great,” he said, “but I miss the green hair.”

The momentary lightness in me faded. “Yeah, well, it wasn’t exactly your father’s cup of tea, was it?”

The muscles along his jaw flexed like he was gritting his teeth. “Nothing is. You’ll get used to it after a while.”

Although the way he’d said it made me think otherwise. Like Royce was still struggling not to disappoint his father. I ran my fingers along the edge of my silverware. “You said you were protecting me the other day.”

His expression glazed over. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

I sighed. I was so very tired already, when I knew I still had a long way to go. “Please? Can we be honest with each other and—”

“Everything I have was given to me,” Royce said. “He never stops reminding me and Vance of that. It all came from him, and he can take it away from us at any time.”

His hard, serious expression made my insides cold.

“Which means,” he continued, “everything that’s mine? It’s his, according to him.” His gaze captured mine and refused to let go. “So, if I show an interest in something—let’s say a particular Northcott sister—he might decide to take her away from me, just because he wants to make sure I remember who’s in charge.”

“Holy shit.” Every muscle in me locked up. I had my doubts about a lot of things he’d said, but this I believed. Royce liked to mess with people, and he’d learned it from his father.

Macalister was Zeus. He fucked with the mortals just for the fun of it.

For sport.

Which meant everything was more dangerous than I realized. If Macalister decided to “take me away” from Royce, that meant the deal would be off and my family would be left with nothing. Anxiety fluttered in my chest. I would have to depend on the man sitting across from me to guide us through the next few weeks.

“We shouldn’t talk about it right now.” Royce’s gaze dropped to the table and focused on something. “He has at least a spy or two here.”

He plucked a non-existent piece of lint from his sleeve and flicked it away. It’d been a normal gesture, but I didn’t miss his meaning. He’d used it to motion toward the couple sitting a few tables away.

One of whom was the girl who’d taken a picture of us. The idea of spies sounded ridiculous, but the Hales had a stupid amount of money, and it made them paranoid.

The wine arrived. I sat awkwardly still as the server poured Royce a sample, and my gaze followed the swirl of the red wine in his glass before it was set against his lips. When his throat bobbed with a swallow, a pulse deep between my legs mirrored it. Was that why he’d made a move on me in the library last year? Had he been sampling me? Making sure he wanted to buy the entire bottle?

He nodded his approval to the waitress and the wine was poured in both our glasses, and he didn’t speak again until she was gone.

“Come home with me tonight.”

I choked on my wine, coughing and sputtering.

“So we can talk about it freely,” he offered over the rim of his glass.

Oh, he was smooth. My body clambered for it, but I shoved the desire down. “Right.” My tone was drier than the wine. “Talk.”

He sounded innocent, but his smile was sinful. “Did you have something else in mind?”

I crossed my arms and leaned on the table, not allowing myself to slide into his trap. “Do you think that’s a good idea? I thought we didn’t want to give your father the wrong impression.”

He waved his hand dismissively. “It’s fine. He knows I’m not going to fuck you.”

The wine in my glass sloshed as I jerked. “What?”

It was amazing how I wasn’t interested in that . . . until it was suddenly off the table. “Do you need board approval for that too?”

Darkness seeped into his eyes and turned them stormy, but he slowly blinked it away. “No. I don’t fuck on the first date.”

It was a lie. I knew it not because rumors were legendary about how fast he could get in a girl’s pants, but from his stiff posture and the fist he’d unknowingly clenched on the tabletop. Interesting. Whatever the truth was, he didn’t want to say, or perhaps he couldn’t. Maybe I’d get more out of him when we were away from the invasive eyes of Cape Hill.

“All right.” And then I said the words I never expected to utter in my lifetime. “I’ll go home with you, Royce.”


Chapter Eight


I followed the black town car down the long driveway, circled the fountain, and parked in the empty space beside the garage that had once been the Hale carriage house. I’d offered to give Royce a ride in my Porsche Cayenne and let his driver leave early, but his phone had chimed as we were leaving the restaurant. He’d said he had to make a work call to straighten someone out and he’d meet me at the house.

I was a little relieved he’d declined. It gave me time on the drive over to rerun the evening, regroup, and prepare. Once I’d agreed to come home with him, our conversation had turned to lighter topics. We knew the heavier stuff was to come later.

He didn’t ask about my family, so I didn’t ask about his.

We talked about his job and mine. I volunteered as a tutor at the community college over the summer, mostly to look good on my resume, but I enjoyed it. We chatted about my classes at Etonsons and other safe things like music and movies. It wasn’t . . . unpleasant. For me, conversation came easier with him than it did with others.

He walked toward my car as I climbed out. He’d taken off his sport coat and folded it over an arm, but rather than look relaxed, he seemed anxious. His hair was mussed, like he’d run a hand through it in frustration.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

“Fine.” His tone said otherwise, and I gave him an expectant look. He let out a breath. “There’s some stock I bought recently, and it’s underperforming. My broker wasn’t paying attention, so we had to have a conversation about it.” Like this was a normal problem for a twenty-five-year-old to have. He tipped his head toward the front door. “Come on.”

I walked beside him up the stone staircase and tried not to think that this might someday be my home. Our home. Unease churned in my stomach. As we got close to the front door, there was a metal click as the lock disengaged with his keycard.

The entryway was quiet and dark as we stepped inside. “What, no one is going to announce me?”

Royce quirked an eyebrow in a silent question.

“Last time I was here—your graduation party? There was a man at the door, announcing everyone when they came in.”

He gave a short, amused laugh. “Yeah, that sounds like some pretentious shit my family would do.”

He was halfway up the grand staircase before he realized I hadn’t followed. He stopped and turned, one foot on the step above the other, casting his intense look down on me. He was framed perfectly on the stairs, and if my heart weren’t already racing, this would have made it. He was a beautiful man, surrounded by danger.

“Where are you going?” My voice came out sounding unsure, and I hated it. What if Macalister was up there? No amount of work could mentally prepare me for it.

“My room,” he said. When I didn’t move, he took in a deep breath. “Just to talk, Marist. We can go to the kitchen if you want, but I’m pretty sure everyone’s home.”

Meaning he wouldn’t be able to say everything he wanted.

I nodded, placed a hand on the smooth banister, and made my way up to join him on the landing. I followed him as he led us deep into the heart of the house, not knowing which room was his. Was last year the first time I’d been upstairs? Most of the times I’d come here, it’d been for some event, and they were usually held in the gardens out back. His graduation party would have been too, except it had rained.

We passed several guest bedrooms as we made our way to the end of the hall, and then a closed door on the right. “Vance’s room,” Royce said. “Although he’s probably in the theater room downstairs, playing PlayStation. His door has to stay closed because Lucifer isn’t allowed in there.”

“Lucifer?” Was this some sort of cruel nickname for someone on his staff?

“As in the devil?” A smile hinted on Royce’s lips as he put a hand on the small of my back and guided me through the open doorway to the left.

“Actually, in mythology, Lucifer is the morning star.”

The room he’d led me into looked like a luxury hotel. The walls were paneled in rich, dark wood. There was a sitting area with a light gray couch, a black coffee table in the middle, and two chairs upholstered in smoke gray on the other side. Beyond that was the king-sized bed. Its linens and headboard were done in the same light-to-dark gray scheme. Even the sleeping black cat curled into a perfect circle at the foot of the bed matched.

When Royce shut the door and closed us in, the cat lifted its head and gazed at me with apple-green eyes. It scrutinized me with a discerning look then moved on to the man. A half-second later it was on its feet, vaulting toward him and landing on the carpet with a soft meow. Like a dog who was happy to see its owner, the cat hurried to him and brushed against his leg.

“Are you allergic?” Royce tossed his sport coat onto one of the chairs. It was so his hands were free and he could reach down to grab the cat.

“No,” I said.

“Vance is.” I’d expected him to go to the door and set the cat outside of his room, but instead he held it in his arms and scratched its cheeks.

“This is Lucifer?” My brain short-circuited while watching him with the gorgeous cat, who was clearly loving the attention. A loud, steady purr rumbled from the animal.

“Yeah. My father hates him.”

“I’m surprised he lets Alice keep him.”

When he set the cat down, Lucifer wasn’t pleased. He snaked between Royce’s legs, meowing his protests. “He’s not Alice’s.”

That was . . . surprising. “Really? You don’t strike me as a cat person.”

He lifted a shoulder in a shrug and motioned toward the sitting area. “I found this kitten beside the dumpster outside my college apartment. His back leg was broken.” His tone turned playful. “Fucker cost three grand at the vet and sheds everywhere, but the upside is—as I mentioned—my father hates him.”

Royce dropped down onto the couch, which was more of a loveseat and didn’t leave much room for me. Not unless I wanted to sit close. I eyed the chair across from him and took it. “That’s an upside?”

Lucifer looked delighted Royce’s lap was unoccupied and immediately jumped onto the couch. The miniature panther draped himself across one of Royce’s legs, demanding more attention.

As he stroked the cat, Royce’s gaze didn’t leave mine. “I like to go off-script sometimes.”

The way he stared at me charged the room with electricity. His subtext was clear. Like this cat, I was not in the first draft of his scripted life, but he was happy with the revision. I crossed my legs, feeling uncomfortably hot and exposed. And needy.

“Well,” my voice was unnaturally tight, “you’ve got the whole villain look working for you with that cat on your lap. Like you’re plotting world domination.”

“I have been for a long time.”

I laughed, although I got the feeling he wasn’t joking. I teased, “Have you?”

“When my father steps down, I’ll be the head of HBHC.” His gaze dropped to the cat who stretched, revealing his claws as he did one paw and then the other before curling back into place. “Everything I’ve done is so that will happen. My whole life has been leading up to it, and it’s been the only thing I’ve wanted for so long, I don’t know if I can care about anything else.” Royce’s tone was deathly serious. “I want to be honest. You should know what you’re getting with me.”

Pressure squeezed my body, turning me immobile.

My sister’s words flitted through my mind. Hales can’t love anyone but themselves. Even here in Royce’s bedroom, it felt cold and impersonal. There weren’t photographs of his family, not even his mother who’d died when he was young. Just the pet, who seemed to be a tool of defiance against his father.

But . . . I appreciated him being upfront. Macalister had said marriage was an important partnership, and I believed it. I wouldn’t want to work with someone who didn’t respect me or refused to see me as an equal. I believed Royce did.

“You took my father’s deal for a reason,” he said, “and the same is true for me. Securing my future as the head of the company is all that matters.” His hand froze mid-stroke on Lucifer’s back. “There are a lot of hoops I still have to jump through, now and even after I’m on the board, and . . . I’m going to need your help.”

I swallowed a breath. “How so?”

“Win at all costs is the Hale family motto, so there will be times I’m going to say or do things you’re not going to like.” His expression was resigned, like a doctor delivering tough news. “I’ll be mean, Marist. Maybe even awful. I’ll tell lies, and when this is all over? You might think I’m worse than my father.”

My hands, which had been resting in my lap, tensed into fists and my mouth went dry.

“But,” he continued, “you’ll know it’s lies. Anything I say or do when other people are around, don’t believe it. That’s not me. It’s a character I’ve invented to help me win the game. The person I am with you is different than the one outside.”

Whoa. I sipped in air through my parted lips. He’d already shown me this a little, hadn’t he? That day of the dreadful luncheon, he’d been a completely different person in my family’s sitting room when it had been just been the two of us. His night-and-day personality was by design.

“You have to adapt constantly if you want to survive. You never know with my father, because he can change his mind in an instant, and everything he’s promised? It’s gone. He says he’s a man of his word, but it’s always going to be your word against his, and who do you think wins there?”

“He does.”

Royce threaded a hand through his hair, which fell back into its perfectly messy style. “You’re smart, Marist. I probably don’t need to tell you, but you should do the same. Be the girl he wants when people are watching. When it’s just you and me? You can be the girl I found in my library with green hair, buried in a book when there was a party going on downstairs.” He gave me the full intensity of his stare, the one that saw all the way into the depths of me. “You can just be you.”

“Okay,” I whispered. There was no other answer. I was vaguely aware I was sliding under his spell, but I was powerless to stop it.

I hadn’t noticed the tension he was holding in his shoulders until he released it on a heavy breath. “Good.”

There was a series of windows on the far wall, and since the sun was setting, the garden lights outside flickered on, catching my attention. A century ago, the sprawling acres of the Hale estate might have been cornfields, but now they were landscaped gardens and a meticulously maintained hedge maze.

When I was little, I’d hunted for eggs in the maze every Easter Sunday with my sister and the other HBHC executives’ kids. The golden egg had five grand in it, but I’d never been lucky or fast enough to find it.

As a girl, I’d been insanely jealous of Royce and Vance. If I’d had a hedge maze in my back yard, I’d have played in it all day. I’d have lived my Labyrinth fantasies with Jareth the Goblin King and never come out when my parents called. Neither of the Hale boys seemed to care about the maze at all. Maybe they’d seen The Shining too many times.

I hadn’t seen the gardens or the hedge maze from this vantagepoint before. It was much bigger than I would have thought. The exterior was square, but the maze had curves and lines and dead-ends decorated with statues or stone urns. The thick, evergreen hedges were well over six feet tall, separated by narrow pebble paths, and in the center, a three-tiered water fountain glowed.

The carefully executed maze was a daunting work of art.

Even now, a part of me still longed to go searching for David Bowie, where he’d seduce me into being his queen and take me to the masquerade ball.

Royce leaned back and cast an arm over the back of the couch, relaxing. It looked like an invitation, and I wasn’t opposed to it. The deal had been made. There was no harm in enjoying the benefits.

“This won’t be easy,” he said. “If you ever need anything, just say the word. I’ll do my best to help.”

“Okay.” I lifted my chin and smoothed my hands down my skirt. “You can actually help right now.”

He gave me a questioning look.

“I waited a year, Royce. Touch me.”

His blue eyes widened with surprise, then heated. A seductive smile spread slowly on his lips. He tipped his head down toward his lap, then back to me in a gesture that said, what are you waiting for?

I shook my head. There was a cat currently where I wanted to be, plus this was a power move. I’d given up so much already in this deal. He could give up something.

“Oh, you want me to come to you?” His tone was silk.

He was the only person besides myself who’d made me come, and my sex-starved body demanded his attention. I wasn’t a prude. I was very interested in learning about sex and had no one to explore it with, and that was mostly his fault. My frustration had reached critical mass.

“You owe me.”

“I do,” he agreed.

He undid the button of one of his cuffs and worked back the sleeve. One careful fold, then another, moving at a painstaking, deliberate pace to roll up his sleeve. And when that one was done, he did the other, watching me the entire time.

Seeing him prepare to touch me was the most delicious kind of foreplay I could imagine. Lust coiled inside me, winding tight as a spring. He rose from the couch and moved toward me, a stalking predator, and I was his prey too enamored to run. When I uncrossed my legs, he licked his lips, and the pull in my center was so acute, it verged on pain.

God, how I wanted him.

When I absolutely shouldn’t.

He’d literally told me he’d never put me first, and here I was, throwing myself at him anyway. Begging for his hands on my body.

He leaned over and gripped each armrest of my chair, trapping me beneath him. He looked down his long nose at me, his eyes gleaming like the Big Bad Wolf. “Do you still taste as good as I remember, Marist?”

“Find out,” I ordered.

There was just a flash of his smile, all sharp teeth, before his lips crashed to mine. It ignited a fire between us that instantly burned so hot I worried I’d vaporize. His hands were in my hair and his tongue filled my mouth, and every cell in me cried out with relief.

“Fuck,” he groaned, catching his breath before going back for more. His knees thudded to the carpet before me, and inside I was dying. Kissing me had literally brought Royce Hale to his knees. It was ridiculous and wonderful.

No one would believe it.

I could barely, and I was witnessing it firsthand.

His mouth moved against my lips, persuasive and commanding. His tongue slicked over mine, and when I moaned, he jerked me closer to the edge of the chair. My legs parted around his hips, and the champagne-colored lace skirt I wore rode high across my thighs.

It’d been a year since we’d kissed, but our bodies remembered. He curled a hand under my knee and pulled me closer still, until there was no space left and we were connected, his chest to my heaving chest.

His palm remained against the bare skin of my leg as he waged war with his mouth. He tasted like sex. Like uncontrolled, dangerous desire. And as his hand inched up my thigh, he ratcheted up the intensity of his brutal kiss.

Everything was moving too fast and not fast enough. My heart raced like a jet engine, but his fingers moved at an irritatingly slow crawl. I ripped my mouth away from his and sucked in a ragged breath, only for him to steal it when his hand curved inward, going exactly where I wanted it to.

“Better?” he asked on a low, husky voice. He wasn’t breathing as hard as I was, but he did struggle. He brushed a thumb over my panties, massaging me through the thin fabric.

“Yes,” I hissed.

Thanks to Alice and her salon of torture, I’d had my first ever Brazilian wax this afternoon. I was still a little warm and tender, but I’d grin and bear it. I was too desperate not to.

“Such patience, waiting for me.” He nipped at my earlobe.

I growled it out. “You better make it worth it.”

A sound of amusement drifted from him, but he made a silent promise with each fiery kiss he dropped in a line down the side of my neck. Lust was thick, choking the air swirling around us.

“Sit back,” he commanded.

I swallowed thickly, and as soon as I was slumped against the chair back, he followed my command. I’d ordered him to touch me, and he delivered. He slid a hand beneath the hem of the silk top I was wearing and coursed his palm over my trembling stomach. As his hand moved up, so did my top, bunching over his forearm and revealing more of my skin.

Royce had one hand on my bra and the other on my underwear, massaging and teasing, but it was his dark, focused gaze that possessed me. I’d sold myself to him, and this was the first moment I felt truly owned.

I didn’t mind the feeling. I liked it, maybe a little.

His lips were turned up in a shadow of a smile. He spent so much of his life under his father’s command—did he revel in having control over someone else? Getting to give the orders rather than having to follow?

I arched into his hands, stretching and writhing and needing his touch to survive. The cup of my bra was pulled down and my pebbled nipple exposed to him. First to his gaze, then his fingers to pinch, and lastly his hot mouth.

“Oh,” I sighed.

It felt good, and even better when he hummed his satisfaction. I’d had fantasies about this on nights when I was tired and weak, and just wanted to get myself off quickly. That was the only time I’d allowed myself to think about Royce over the last year. But those fantasies weren’t nearly as good as this.

I stared in fascination as his tongue explored my flesh. It flicked my nipple, and I felt the snap of pleasure everywhere. His fingers pressed to me, deep in the cleft between my legs, and the steady slide back and forth caused goosebumps to lift on my thighs. Heat built and swelled from his touch.

“Jesus, you’re sexy,” he murmured when I swiveled my hips, wanting more friction, and his statement went straight to my head. He’d said his words would be lies when other people were around, so did that mean I’d always get the truth when we were alone together?

He jerked the crotch of my panties to the side and plunged a finger deep inside me in one swift move. The shocking invasion made me ball his shirt into my fists, pulling so hard I was lucky I didn’t rip the buttons. The stretch of his thick finger was uncomfortable but followed immediately by warmth and satisfaction. “Oh, oh, oh!”

His lips curled in a victorious smile as he sat back on his heels, focusing on his task. He used one hand to hold my panties out of his way and thumb my clit, while he turned the other palm up to the ceiling and eased his middle finger in and out of me.

“So smooth,” he commented.

Because he was looking at the most intimate part of me, all bare and exposed. He sounded appreciative, and that made sense, didn’t it? Wasn’t my forced makeover today partially for him?

He worked his finger in and out of me, moving faster with each thrust, until my whimpers and gasps weren’t the only sound in the room. Wet skin slid through wet skin, and the slick noise heated my cheeks. I was so turned on. Was that normal? I threaded my hands into my newly-dark hair and closed my eyes, unable to watch for a moment. I needed a break from the sight that was so erotic, I was going to tip over.

And I wasn’t ready to lose control.

I wanted this to last. To be able to commit it to memory, because every moment with Royce was full of peril. If Macalister found me lacking in any way, all this would be over. He’d take Royce from me and give him someone else to play with.

That thought made my eyes pop open. I didn’t want that. I shook on the deal and had promised myself to Royce, but that meant he belonged to me too. I reeled until I found his gaze, which was locked on to me. He was enjoying watching the pleasure wring through my body and twist on my face.

As if it weren’t enough, he bent and brushed his lips on the inside of my thigh, close to my knee. It was a chaste, sweet kiss, and the juxtaposition with what his hands were doing made me spiral. Up I went, climbing toward the end I wasn’t ready for.

Tremors bubbled up my legs, and he knew he was the cause. A deep smile widened on his lips. “You like this?”

I didn’t answer his rhetorical question. I simply hung on to his shoulders, my fingers twisting the dress shirt fabric as I hopelessly chased my breath. My pulse roared in my ears and my vision narrowed.

His finger pushed deeper, reaching somewhere new, and coupled with his insistent thumb rolling on my clit, I was doomed. When I gave a sharp gasp, he sank his teeth into the spot he’d just kissed on my thigh, and this soft, playful bite pushed me over the edge. My toes curled inside my sandals as my body jerked, overwhelmed with sensations.

I came—and left no doubt about it—because I shuddered wildly and let loose a bliss-soaked cry. It was a half-sob wrenched from my chest like part of me was dying and being reborn.

He stilled as the orgasm rocked through me in waves and slowly subsided.

When I returned to reality, he was waiting patiently on his knees, and my heart thudded faster, skipping a beat.

“That wasn’t very good,” I whispered. “Try again.”

He laughed, and the deep, warm sound was addictive. “You’re so full of shit.” His eyes were alight with humor, but sex simmered as well.

I pulled my top back into place but was interrupted when he yanked me into a surprising kiss. It was blistering. Mind-numbing. I could do nothing but tilt my head and receive it. I’d expected lust from Royce, but not passion. I thought he’d be the hurried and inconsiderate prince of Cape Hill, but as he’d admitted—that wasn’t him. I’d only met the real version of Royce a handful of times.

This version was . . . easier to imagine marrying.

Kissing, along with most things involving boys, wasn’t something I was practiced in, and he seemed content to let me find my way. I strayed from his lips, moving over his cheek, and enjoyed the sensation of his whisker-dotted skin.

I had a flash of him standing at a bathroom sink, shirtless with a jaw covered in shaving cream and a razor gleaming in his hand. He’d probably done it right before our date because his skin was soft and smooth until I went against the grain. Someday soon, perhaps I’d see that domestic, everyday image for real. That thought should have scared the hell out of me.

But it didn’t.

I used the tip of my tongue to trace the edge of his ear, mimicking the techniques he’d used on me. Satisfaction swelled as he let out a soft sigh. His hands tightened on my waist and pressed me into him . . .

So I could feel every inch of my effect.

It was powerful and intoxicating, and the courage that had waned after my orgasm started anew. I pushed a hand down his chest, tracing the line of buttons on his shirt as I headed for his belt, and appreciated the hardened form of his muscles beneath my palm.

He smelled like pine trees and something else. Like I imagined sex and desire would if they had a fragrance.

“You smell so good,” I whispered into the crook of his neck. I hadn’t intended to say that out loud, but my brain-to-mouth filter wasn’t operating at full capacity. I’d given exactly one hand job in my life, and I was pretty sure it hadn’t been good. I wanted to be better.

When I eased my hand between our bodies and traced the outline of him with my fingertips, his heavy breath filled my ear. He held perfectly still as I cupped him through his jeans and brushed my palm over the bulge.

Was my touch too timid? He reached down and placed his hand on top of mine, making me hesitate. Alarm shot up my back. Was he stopping me because I’d done something wrong?

No. He held on to my hand as he stood and then used it to help pull me up to my feet as well. He’d grown tired of kneeling, I realized, as he led me to the couch.

“Get lost, cat,” he said.

Lucifer lifted his head, eyed his master, and begrudgingly jumped down from the couch when Royce gave him a gentle nudge. Once the cockblocking cat was gone, Royce sat and tugged me down beside him. He guided my hand back to where it had been, encouraging me to use more pressure.

As I leaned over, he slipped a hand behind my head and resumed kissing my neck. It was seductive. He used his tongue and the edge of his teeth, and bliss buzzed through me as a fast-acting drug.

He undid his belt with one hand and unzipped his fly, giving me better access while also making it clear what he wanted. I was happy he was taking the lead. Would he mind giving me more direction if I asked?

“So, um . . .” I whispered as I slipped my hand inside his undone jeans, caressing him through the soft, black underwear he wore. “You might have to tell me what to do. This will be the second hand job I’ve ever given, and the first one was subpar.”

A laugh cut off in his throat as he froze. “Subpar,” he repeated in disbelief. But then Royce was there, cupping my hand and guiding me again to stroke him. “Not fucking possible, unless you tried to squeeze his dick off.” His lips against the side of my neck curved into a smile. “Did you?”

My eyebrows pulled together. “I don’t think so.”

“Show me how hard your grip was.”

I did.

“Oh, you’re adorable.” He licked a line up to my ear, drawing a shudder from me. His voice was encouraging and persuasive. “Do it like you mean it.”

He jerked down the waistband of his underwear, and his dick popped free. I palmed it and was surprised at the soft skin, yet how rigid he was beneath. Stone sheathed in velvet. I closed my fingers around him.

“Harder,” he encouraged in a hush.

His palm moved to my wrist and urged me to slide up and down. The thick head of his dick pushed through my fist as I pumped back and forth on long strokes. I sat up so I could do it better.

His chest moved rapidly on his quickening breath, and the muscle along his jaw ticked. Royce’s eyes hazed. This was more reaction than I’d gotten last time, so I was doing something right.

“Who was it?” he asked between two heavy breaths. “The guy you were with?”

Was I supposed to talk about someone else when I had a guy’s dick in my hand? “Uh . . . Richard Shaunessy.”

“Liam’s son?”

I’d forgotten Richard’s father was a board member. I bit my lip. “Yeah. It was one time, and he wasn’t—”

“Nope.” Royce’s tone was clipped. “I don’t need to know. I shouldn’t have asked.”

Richard had been my prom date my senior year. We’d gone as friends, but when I’d made a move that night in the back of the limo, he hadn’t refused. Halfway into it, he’d explained we couldn’t tell anyone. It’ll be our little secret, he’d said. His embarrassment of me had been such a turn-off, I’d told him I’d changed my mind, and that his micropenis would be our little secret.

Surprisingly, Richard and I hadn’t spoken since that night.

Royce wasn’t nervous or shy. In fact, I’d been the one last time to demand we couldn’t tell anyone. It didn’t seem to bother him.

It was hard to move my hand inside his jeans. I grabbed the undone sides of his pants and tugged hesitantly. “Is it okay if I—”

One corner of his mouth turned up in a sly smile. “Yeah.”

He slipped his hands under the waistbands, lifted his hips, and down everything went. As I gazed at his nakedness, I sensed his gaze burning right back into me. He was curious what my reaction would be, and I was . . . just curious. Tan legs gave way to lighter thighs in an ombre effect.

He was beautiful like this.

“Hmm, okay,” he said, grinning widely as I moved off the couch and onto my knees before him.

“It seems like it’ll be easier this way.”

His eyes were electric. “Please know I’m not complaining.”

I smiled as I used both hands to grip him. “Are two hands okay? Or too much?”

He sucked in an enormous breath, but his words were still tight with satisfaction. “No, that’s good.”

Since his pants were down around his ankles, it made it difficult to kneel right between his legs, but it was better than leaning awkwardly over him. I stroked both hands together from tip to base, and back up again.

“Tighter, if you can,” he said softly. I clamped my hands and dragged my fists down. He groaned and tipped his head back. “Fuck. Atta-girl.”

Oh, my God. I snickered. I was on my knees with a guy I didn’t really know, his dick was in my hands, and I wasn’t sure what I was doing. This was supposed to be awkward. Or hot and heavy. It wasn’t supposed to be intimate like this or enjoyable in this way. His easy, supportive attitude gave me the confidence to keep going.

His hips moved subtly with the tempo of my hands, but his chest? That moved much faster. He sighed and shuddered as I twisted my hands. I wrung a moan from his lips when I let one hand drift lower and explore, cupping him. His hands were splayed on the couch cushions, but they curled into fists as I worked him over.

I’d thought the sight of his finger sliding inside me was hot, but this? Him throbbing in my hands as I stroked him, all while he struggled to hold in his moans, was lightyears beyond that sexy scene. It forced me to squeeze my knees together, and an aftershock of pleasure shot through my center.

“Faster.” The word from him danced the line between an order and a desperate plea.

I picked up my rhythm. Dark satisfaction sped through me as he lost the battle and a loud, deep groan slipped past his restraint. He seemed to like it went I paid attention to the tip, so I brushed my thumb over the head, swirling around the drops of moisture there.

He said it as a warning. “Keep that up and you’re gonna make me come.”

I stared up at him. “Can I put it in my mouth first?”

He jerked in my grasp. “Fuck, Marist.” His smile was brilliant. “Did I create a monster when I asked you to wait?”

I slowed to a stop, letting him pulse in my grip. “I thought I already was. You said I was Medusa.”

“Wait.” His face went blank and his body tense.

I was stunned he was being indecisive about my offer, but I was even more shocked when he abruptly stood and yanked at his pants. The action knocked me backward, and I fell on my ass with a hard thud. I glared up at him, but he ignored me. Instead, he hurried to do up his zipper and refasten his belt.

I hadn’t heard the approaching footsteps, but the abrupt knock on Royce’s door was loud and short.

It was the only warning we got. I had just enough time to turn and see the door swing open, revealing Macalister Hale standing in the hall.


Chapter Nine


Royce was twenty-five, but age didn’t seem to matter when he was being caught by a parent. He sank onto the couch, snatched up a throw pillow, and set it in his lap to cover his erection.

Abandoned on the floor, I scrambled to my feet, and my face flamed to a million degrees. So much for protecting me. Yes, I had all my clothes on, but it was obvious what we’d been doing the moment before his father appeared.

Macalister surveyed the room the same way I assumed he’d search for a redundant employee to fire. His gaze missed nothing as he stood in the doorway, one hand still on the doorknob. He had on slacks and a button-down shirt, and it was the closest to a relaxed outfit I’d seen him in.

“I came to ask how your dinner went,” he said, “but I see it’s still going.”

The sharp edge of his words gave me a thousand invisible cuts. I dropped my gaze to the floor, wanting to find a throw pillow like Royce had, only one big enough so I could hide behind it completely.

“Yeah,” Royce said, acting disinterested. He threw his arm over the back of the couch with the same ease he’d had with me earlier. “We were just talking.”

I traced the pattern on the rug, but the tense, heavy silence said Macalister wasn’t buying his son’s bullshit. A blast of cold wafted over me, and I knew his focus had shifted my direction.

“Alice showed me pictures, but since you’re here, Marist, let’s have a look at you.”

My gaze crept hesitantly back up. I was frayed and raw but did my best to stand straight and meet Macalister in the eye, whether I was ready for his evaluation or not. I had no idea what making out with Royce had done to my hair or makeup, or if his father would notice my flushed cheeks and kiss-swollen mouth.

I’d bet money he did—if I had any money to my name.

Macalister’s eyes were blue like his sons’, but much darker. They were the color of the Atlantic in January, and just like the ocean, they were volatile. They could be calm one minute and ferocious the next. They were intriguing and haunting. His gaze tore down from my dark hair to my newly pedicured toes, and then worked its way back up at a measured pace.

“Turn,” he said.

I was a purchase being assessed, and it was humiliating, but Royce’s advice played on a constant loop in my mind.

Be the girl he wants you to be.

I forced out a smile and turned slowly in place, an expensive toy on display, spun so he could see the details from all angles. When I came back around, I felt just as hollow as the smile on his face.

I was the girl who didn’t care what anyone thought, and with a cruel twist of fate, now this man’s opinion meant everything. So much rode on it.

“Very nice,” he said. “Alice worked a miracle.”

Tension snapped through me, but I didn’t react. It was like my spine had broken but as long as I stood perfectly still, no one else would know. I could hold myself together with the strength of the shell of my body.

As the quiet stretched in the room, it became evident he was waiting for a response from me.

“Thank you,” I bit out.

“I’m sorry I interrupted your evening.”

“It’s fine.” Royce sounded bored. “She was just leaving.”

What, I almost demanded, but caught myself in time. He’d switched so fast into the other version of himself I had whiplash, but he’d had years of practice. He was an expert at it by now.

I straightened and tried not to look uncomfortable. “Yes. Thank you for dinner.”

He rose reluctantly from the couch. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

Macalister followed us down the hall until we reached the landing at the top of the staircase. “Good night, Marist,” he said.

I held in the shiver at my name in his voice. “Good night, Mr. Hale.”

“You may call me Macalister. We might be family one day, after all.” It sounded like a threat.

I nodded since my throat had closed up, preventing me from speaking. I turned and controlled my descent down the stairs when I wanted to run. His calculating gaze bore into my back as I took every step, and I felt it in the marrow of my bones all the way home.

*     *     *

The headquarters of the HBHC was a rather plain-looking tower of steel and glass, but it had a strange greenish tint to it, like it had been stained with the same ink that was used to print money. The building didn’t stand out from the other skyscrapers in downtown Boston, but it was easy to identify by the glowing red and black logo at the top.

There were glass elevators in each corner of the building, and sometimes from the street you could see them whisking people up and down, but only the executives with offices on the top floors were allowed to use them. The rest of the employees used the bank of elevators in the middle of the tower.

A week ago, I would have been thrilled with a job offer from HBHC after graduating from Etonsons. I would have strived to work my way toward a glass elevator job, just like my father had. But now, as I sat waiting in the atrium of the building, my future was unclear.

Perhaps being Royce’s wife will be your only job.

I stared glumly at the water feature in the center of the atrium. It was a glass wall with the HBHC logo etched on it and water cascading down both sides. The water flowed in waves, rippling down the glass, and it was a nice effect. Pretty and—

Oh, shit.

I dug my phone out, flipped to the camera app and snapped a few pictures of the water wall. I’d been busy yesterday helping my students find different tutors since Alice demanded I quit my summer job. I’d forgotten all about her Instagram assignment.

I held the phone at a crazy angle, hoping for an artistic shot when my father appeared. He put his hands in the pockets of his suit pants, like he wasn’t sure what else to do with them. “Sorry for making you wait. The morning meeting ran long.”

“It’s all right.” I stood, and my father’s eyes widened.

He gazed at the outfit Alice had instructed me to wear today. It was a white, sleeveless blouse with pin-tuck details at the neckline and paired with a navy skirt and nude heels.

“You look nice.”

I pasted on a smile. “Thanks, Dad.”

“Come on. I’ll take you up.”

We rode in the glass elevator, and all the space we didn’t take up was filled with my father’s shame. I hated how everything had changed between us. No matter how much I wanted to, I’d never be able to see him as I once had. My parents’ lie had cost so much more than just money.

The elevator car stopped one floor from the top, and my father navigated us through the hallways until we reached Alice’s assistant’s desk.

“Since you’re already in the city,” he said, “do you want to grab lunch when you’re done?”

No, I didn’t. I was sure as soon as my appointment was over, I’d want to get the fuck out of the building. When I hesitated, hurt washed over his expression.

I gave him a sad smile, trying to show he wasn’t the cause. “I’d like to, but I don’t have any idea how long this will take.”

“Okay, I understand.” My father straightened the coat sitting on his shoulders as he prepared to head to his office. “Text me if you change your mind.” His gaze flitted to Alice’s office door. “Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

He put a hand on my arm to give me support, and then he was gone, moving down the hall. His posture indicated the guilt he was carrying was heavy. I tried not to think about it. I needed to focus.

“Hi,” I said to the pretty woman seated at the desk across from Alice’s office. “I’m Marist Northcott. I have a ten-thirty with—”

“Go right in.” The woman waved her hand toward the door. “She’s ready for you.”

Too bad I was nowhere near ready for her. But I rapped my knuckles on the door anyway, waited for Alice’s permission, and when it was granted, I turned the handle.

Her office was exactly how I expected it to be. It belonged on Pinterest boards and Instagram feeds. The side wall was all windows with natural light and a view of the bay. Her workspace was organized and tastefully decorated in soothing grays and greens. Even the clutter on her side table felt ‘right,’ as if it had been placed just so.

Manufactured.

“Oh.” Alice froze mid-step and a frown cast on her face. “What are you wearing?”

I glanced down, checking to make sure my clothes hadn’t magically changed during the elevator ride up. “Um . . . I thought this was what you said I should wear.”

“Hmm.” She evaluated my outfit and tucked two fingers under her chin. “That white’s not right on you. You look washed out.”

She pointed to one of the chairs in front of her desk, indicating where I should sit as she moved to the closet. A few backup outfits on hangers hung there, over bins with labels on them. She rifled through her choices and selected an ivory top.

“I think we’re close enough in size, this should work.” She thrust the silk fabric into my hands.

I stared down at it, then lifted my gaze to her. She peered back at me impatiently.

Oh, God. “You want me to change right now?”

Her expression said I was being weird, and the idea of me taking my shirt off in front of her was wasn’t.

Her tone was matter-of-fact. “We’re both girls.”

“Right.” Except she was a woman, one who was twenty years older than I was and potentially going to be my stepmother-in-law.

I shoved aside the icky sensation in my stomach, draped the top over the back of the chair, and gripped the hem of my shirt with nervous hands. She appeared disinterested in watching me change, but also made no attempt to turn or give me privacy, so I turned in place. I wasn’t ashamed of my body, but this was an office, not a locker room.

Once I’d slipped into the new top and tucked it into the skirt, I shifted back to face her and awaited approval.

She nodded. “Yes, that works.” She brightened abruptly. “How did you do with your assignment?”

It was a foreign feeling to not put my best effort forward. I was suddenly the kid who forgot to turn in their homework. “I might need another day or two.”

Her expression was pointed. I knew what she wanted, so I unlocked my phone and reluctantly handed it over. She wasn’t going to be happy with my feeble attempt. As I sank into the chair, Alice scrolled through my album.

“Oh. What’s the story with this necklace?”

I’d forgotten that was in there. I frowned. “It was my mother’s.”

She glanced up from my phone. “Was?”

“I mean, it is. I took it Costolli’s to be”—I searched for something other than the truth—“appraised.”

Her eyes softened with understanding. Her attention went back to the screen, and as she scrolled, each picture seemed to increase her irritation.

“What are these at the end?” she asked. “The fountain downstairs?”

“I thought it was pretty.”

Her look was pointed. “Okay, but this doesn’t work. It still doesn’t tell me who you are, Marist.”

I bit my tongue so hard it was a miracle my mouth didn’t fill with blood. The problem was she actually wasn’t interested in me. I had no desire to live a carefully curated life of picture-worthy moments, hoping to impress others. The real me posted random shit of mythology and pretty plates of food.

“Don’t slouch,” she said, correcting me like a schoolmarm. I straightened my posture, and she pressed her lips together, considering. Her tone was conversational, rather than adversarial. “Maybe you think all this is silly or pointless, but I need you to understand . . . this is important to Macalister.”

“Why?” I wished instantly I hadn’t said it, but she didn’t seem offended by the question.

“Because he’s trying to improve the dynasty that is the Hale family. He has a legacy to protect, sure. But he’s also thinking bigger. He wants to be a recognizable, elite brand. Part of America’s new royal class, like the Kennedys.”

My pulse quickened. “He’s considering politics?”

“Macalister? God, no.” The thought was humorous to her. “But Vance will have a degree in political science next year, and his father has big expectations.”

Oh, I bet he did. If Vance was going into politics, his father would want to see a President Hale in his lifetime.

Alice had said the magic words when she’d told me this was important to Macalister. I hoped she’d believe my eagerness. “I can try harder.”

“Good. Tomorrow you’ll have better shots, I’m sure. Today you’ll post the picture of the necklace and tag Costolli’s in it.” She took her seat behind the desk, opened a drawer, and passed a folder to me. “Before we get started, this is a nondisclosure agreement. It’s standard stuff. Anything said or witnessed when you’re with the Hales is confidential.”

I flipped open the folder and was assaulted by a dense contract. My eyes glazed over just scanning the first paragraph. There was no sound in the office other than Alice absentmindedly tapping the edge of the pen she’d picked up against her blotter while I looked over the NDA. I hurried through the reading, not wanting to keep her waiting. I selected a pen from the holder, uncapped it, and leaned over to sign—

“Stop,” she said abruptly. Her hand shot out and grabbed my wrist. “Marist, did you read all of it?”

I parted my lips to say something, but she already had her answer from my reaction. I hadn’t.

“You’re so young.” Her voice went soft. “I’m going to give you some friendly advice I wish I’d gotten, and it’s advice you’re going to need. Read everything before you sign. Take as much time as you need. If you don’t understand, you ask questions.” She gently squeezed my wrist. “Promise me.”

“I promise.” I nodded, and when she was satisfied, she released me.

After reading it line-by-line, I picked up the pen and signed. I understood that I couldn’t discuss anything with anyone outside the family, and there would be steep fines and legal recourse if I did. Alice made a copy for me, and I slipped it in my purse.

“All right,” she said, tucking a lock of her blonde hair behind her ear. “Do you know how many board members there are here?”

“Nine.”

She looked pleased with my correct answer. “Do you know any of them?”

“No, not really. I’ve met Mr. Shaunessy a few times. I went to prom with his son.”

Alice’s expression was strange, like she’d swallowed wrong—but the feeling seemed to pass quickly. “Okay, then, we’ll start there.”

*     *     *

It took nearly an hour to go through the file of Liam Shaunessy that was stored completely in Alice’s head. First, it was his basic history. Where he went to school, how he came to HBHC, his ascension to the board. Next came the personal. He was married with two kids, both boys, which I already knew. He lived in Cape Hill and enjoyed golf and duck hunting.

Finally, we moved onto social politics. There’d been a squabble between his wife and another board member’s over an interior designer, something about using the same upholstery patterns. As a result, they didn’t speak to each other, and it was imperative they not be seated together at any events.

I wanted to rub away the pain it caused in the front of my forehead, but I sat dutifully and listened as Alice laid out all the skeletons and drama associated with the Shaunessys. Thankfully, her desk phone rang with an urgent call, and I was dismissed until our appointment tomorrow.

I practically leapt from the chair and hurried toward the door—

“Marist?”

I froze, halfway to freedom, then slowly turned to face her. She clicked a button on her phone to mute the call and picked up a black journal, a place marker ribbon trailing out the bottom.

“Can you drop this off at Royce’s desk before you go? It’s some of my ideas for his party.”

I took the journal with a tight smile. “Sure, but where—”

“His office is three doors toward the elevator.” Her focus shifted to her computer screen. “See you tomorrow.” She pressed the button on her phone and went back to her conversation. Task accomplished, I ceased to exist to her at that point.

I folded my arms over the journal as I strode down the hall. It was quiet on the floor. Most people had their doors closed, either in meetings or out, which made sense. It was close to lunchtime. The desk across from Royce’s office was empty and not in use. Had they not hired an assistant for him? Or did he not need one?

The door to his office was ajar. I went to knock, but my knuckles hovered at the wood when his brusque voice rang out. “And how long is that going to take?”

A male voice was piped through the speakerphone. “If you want me to move on it now? A few weeks. It might raise flags.”

“I don’t care,” Royce said. “Just get it done.”

My hand moved of its own volition, nudging the door open.

The layout was the same as Alice’s office. The back wall was all glass and had a view of the harbor, but otherwise they were completely different. His furniture was masculine and traditional. Ornate scrolls were woodworked into the side of his dark oak desk. Like his room at home, the space was devoid of personal items. Only one piece of framed artwork decorated the wall, and I recognized the crimson Harvard logo.

Maybe he didn’t hang artwork on the walls because, like the jewelry store, it couldn’t compete with the most beautiful thing in the room—him. Royce stood at the side of his desk and leaned over it, his hands in fists resting on the top. He wasn’t wearing his suit coat or his tie; both hung on the back of his chair. The sleeves of his shirt were undone and rolled back, his collar undone.

With his terse conversation over, he stared down at the desktop, head hung and lost in thought. The corded muscles traveling along forearms twisted, the line broken only by the expensive watch on his wrist. The sight of him so contemplative and backlit by the windows was breathtaking. It looked as if the fate of the world was on his shoulders.

I snuck my phone out of my purse, hurrying to capture the image. In my rush, I’d forgotten to put it on silent, and the electronic shutter clicking made his gaze snap to me. His eyes were wild and furious until he realized who he was seeing. His expression quickly morphed to confusion.

I lowered my phone and tried to act natural.

“Marist?” He straightened from the desk. “What are you doing here?”

“I had an appointment with Alice. She asked me to bring you this before I left.” I held up the journal and gave it a small shake.

“What is it?”

He hadn’t invited me into his office. It felt rude to charge in, so I stayed in my place. “She said it was ideas for your party.”

“Oh.” He held out his hand, curling his fingers in a come closer gesture. “Shut the door.”

I inhaled deeply, did as he said, and handed him the book, only for him to toss it with a thud onto his desk.

“I’m sorry about the other night.”

An apology from a Hale? I didn’t think remorse was something they could experience. I didn’t want him to read any emotion on my face. “Telling me to leave? Or the stuff that happened before?”

He cocked his head to the side and shot me a look that said I was being silly. “I meant how I had to kick you out. I’m not sorry about anything else.” He made a face. “Well, maybe that we were interrupted.”

He leaned back against the desktop and crossed his arms over his chest. As his unhurried gaze worked over me, I shifted my weight on my pumps. It was strange to be standing alone in his office in the middle of the workday.

I didn’t belong here.

He didn’t seem to feel any of the discomfort I did. “What was your appointment with Alice about?”

“Prep work for the interview.”

A muscle along his neck twitched. Or . . . had I imagined it? He painted on a smile. “I can help with that if you’d like. Come over tonight.”

I tensed, unsure if I was even allowed to say no. “I have plans.”

“This weekend, then. I’ll send my driver.”

“You don’t have to do that. Besides, I like driving.”

It was like I’d just told him his account was overdrawn. Skepticism wrinkled the bridge of his nose. “Really?”

“You don’t?”

“No. I mean, I don’t know. I don’t drive.”

What? I’d assumed he had a whole fleet of sports cars, and some days his hardest decision was which one to take for a spin. “Like, ever? Why not?”

He tossed a hand up in the air casually, then used it to rub the back of his neck. “I’ve always had a driver, so I guess I never saw the point in learning.”

Shock bolted through me. “You don’t know how?” I would never want to be that dependent on someone else. “Oh, my God, you should learn. I think you’d really enjoy it. When I’ve got my favorite song on and it’s just me in the car? I love it. That’s freedom.”

I snapped my mouth shut, realizing too late that I sounded like an idiot. But he didn’t act like he thought that. He considered my statement, and it seemed to grow more appealing each second. “Freedom, huh?”

“Yeah,” I offered. “I could teach you. You help me with the interview, I show you which pedal’s the gas.”

He arched an eyebrow. “I know which one’s the gas, thank you.”

Royce pushed off the desk, rising to his full height. Even though I wore heels, he was still two inches taller than I was, and as he closed the distance between us, my eyes grew large. He was dangerous like this. Confident and powerful while in his own domain, all of Boston at his feet.

His voice was smooth like the glossy lacquer on his desktop. “All right. Sounds like a deal to me.”

I’d expected a handshake, but instead he brushed his knuckles across my cheekbone and lowered in, sealing our deal with a slow, lingering kiss.


Chapter Ten


Alice was able to cover a lot more ground at our next meeting, which was good. She had a work trip to the Chicago branch next week and would be out of the office until Wednesday. Coordinating the schedules of the eight current board members was no small feat, and the only workable date was Thursday.

Which meant I’d have to clear hurdle number one and face the board in less than a week.

I’d learned about almost all of the men who sat in the coveted positions—all but Macalister himself. I wasn’t sure if Alice was saving him for last, or not going to cover him at all. She was cagey whenever I asked for details about the interview. It was clear she wanted me to do well when I sat for it, but she also wouldn’t give me a clue about what kind of questions they’d ask.

That made it nearly impossible to prepare.

Friday morning, while I was stuck in Alice’s office learning that Mr. Powell raced sailboats and competed in regattas, my mother and Emily went to the doctor and confirmed she was pregnant. Apparently, the relationship between her and her professor had ended as quickly as it had started, and once she told him he was the father, he calmly offered her five thousand dollars to take care of it and not tell his wife.

I loved my sister, but—Jesus. She had the worst taste in men.

I was still incredibly hurt that she’d kept so much from me. She’d tried to talk to me, but I’d used my meetings with Alice as an excuse to avoid her. I just needed more time to get over it. Emily was fragile right now, and I didn’t want to say anything that would upset her.

On Saturday, I arrived at the Hale estate after lunchtime. I’d spent the morning making my way through my family’s finances. The head in the sand approach wasn’t working. I told them I’d rather face it head-on, no matter how bad it was. I’d go into it with eyes wide open.

Royce saw my Porsche pull up in the circle drive and came out to meet me. He wore shorts and a t-shirt, looking much more his age than when I’d seen him at the office two days ago. I’d snapped the picture of him that day for myself, but Alice posted it to my account. She’d tagged him in it and used a million hashtags, and as a result, I had a hundred new followers.

All of Cape Hill knew we were dating. They believed the lie that Royce Hale was into me.

Although, as he made his way down the stone steps and opened the passenger door of my SUV, he flashed a genuine smile, and I wanted to believe the lie too. Just for today, I told myself.

It was a manufactured whirlwind romance, so why did I struggled to find the deception?

“Hi,” he said as he climbed into the passenger seat. “You look nice.”

Perplexed, I glanced down at my basic top and pair of jeans. I’d put on makeup, but nothing special. I simply looked like me. “Hey. Thanks.”

He buckled his seatbelt. “Where are we going?”

“The old mall that closed down. They have a big, empty parking lot you can practice in.”

He nodded his approval, and then we were off.

Royce was quiet for the first few minutes. An angsty love song crooned from my car speakers and I thought about changing it, but he didn’t seem to mind. He stared out the window and watched Cape Hill speed by.

“Where did you leave it with Alice?” he asked finally.

“She’s told me about almost everyone on the board, so I think I’m in good shape? I don’t know. It’s weird. Sometimes it feels like she’s purposefully keeping me in the dark.”

He didn’t turn to look at me, so I couldn’t see his expression, but he kept his voice even. “Maybe she’s trying to protect you.”

Well, that was cryptic. “Protect me from what?”

“I don’t know. I’m not on the board yet. It’s not official until my initiation is done.” His words died off at the end. This was something he wasn’t supposed to say, or I wasn’t supposed to know.

“Initiation?” I struggled not to roll my eyes. “Is there a secret handshake and decoder rings too?” I wanted to study him closer, but I needed to keep my attention on the road.

He’d probably been aiming for a casual tone, but it came out forced. “Forget I said anything.”

“Okay.” The silence between us dragged, and I felt compelled to fill it. “So, the only person she hasn’t talked about is your father.”

The mood in the car plummeted further. “What do you want to know?”

I shrugged. “Anything, I guess. I’m going to be honest—he scares the hell out of me.”

Royce was quiet.

The tension got to me. “So, do you like Alice?”

“I do.” He sounded sincere.

“How’d she get together with your dad? I mean, he’s her boss.”

He relaxed on a breath. “She’s like him in a lot of ways. When she wants something, there’s no stopping her. That woman is relentless. For example, you say he scares you? Lots of people are terrified of him, but not Alice. She’d been working at the company a week when she walked into my father’s office and told him he needed to get rid of his brand manager. She asked him to fire her boss and showed him all the reasons why.” Royce fiddled with an air vent before continuing. “That took guts. He respects her.”

Macalister’s marriage wasn’t about love but finding a partner he respected. They made it work. Did he assume the same would happen for his son and me?

The conversation lulled for a moment before Royce added, “When they first got married, they used to fuck like rabbits.”

What? Was he trying to deflect?

“Lovely,” I gritted out. Macalister was handsome and powerful, but I couldn’t imagine wanting to sleep with him.

“It drove Vance and me nuts, but it kept him occupied and off our backs.”

I hesitated. “He always seemed pretty involved in your lives.”

“Ever since my mom died, yeah.”

The Hale estate used to have working stables because Elizabeth Hale loved horses. She’d been riding one when it spooked and threw her off. She hadn’t been wearing a helmet, and when she fell, her head slammed into a stump.

She hadn’t died right away. It’d been three agonizing days for the Hale family as she deteriorated in the hospital before she was gone. I’d been six when it happened and barely remembered her, but she’d been nice and pretty, and Macalister hadn’t seemed so scary back then.

Maybe when she died, all he felt he had left were his sons and his legacy.

*     *     *

After several laps in the parking lot, Royce said he felt confident enough to try driving on some back roads. I agreed. He’d been surprisingly easy to teach. I would have thought he’d shrug off my instructions, not just because he was older and a man, but because he’d acted most of his life like he was better than everyone else.

My assumptions about him were wrong. He really had been acting, putting on fake bravado so he wouldn’t appear weak in his father’s eyes. Today he listened thoughtfully and took directions, and had no problem asking questions. There didn’t seem to be any worry that he might look stupid or make mistakes and I would judge him.

Behind the vacant department store on one end of the mall, the parking lot let out into a neighborhood, and beyond that, away from civilization. The heavily wooded sections of the curvy road were broken up occasionally by farmland, but otherwise the trees, flush with the first leaves of summer, closed in around us.

“I see what you mean,” he said abruptly. “It’s nice.”

He subtly relaxed his grip on the steering wheel but kept his hands at ten-and-two. We weren’t going very fast as he navigated the curves and gently slalomed through the forest. I smiled. “I thought you’d like it.”

He took his gaze off the road for a second, and when he turned his head to look at me and smile, his hands followed, moving slightly to the right.

The road was narrow. A single strip of white paint outlined the edge of the pavement, and there wasn’t a shoulder. Only some gravel and grassy weeds. The car drifted just enough to edge off the pavement, crunching rocks and earth noisily under the tires.

“Shit!” Royce’s focus snapped back to the road and he jerked the wheel.

But he overcompensated, and we swerved into the oncoming lane. No one was coming—the road had been empty the whole time we’d been on it—but we were at the base of a steep hill and couldn’t see what lay ahead. He yanked the steering wheel back the other direction, once again with too much aggression, and the tires dipped off the road a second time.

I punched the nonexistent brake in the passenger seat with my foot, wanting to slow us down, and Royce must have had the same thought. Only in his panic, he pushed the wrong pedal and the car lurched forward.

The engine screamed as he slammed his foot on the accelerator.

My hands flew out, bracing myself in my seat. “Brake!”

He twisted the wheel wildly as we bounced further off the road, the nose of the car pointed straight for a line of trees that looked like they’d been there a hundred years. Tires churned on the uneven ground, and we swung wildly back toward the road.

“Brake!” I yelled again. We shot across the pavement in a blink and were on the other side of the road, barreling toward a deep ditch. Oh, God. I shut my eyes and held my breath, preparing for impact.

But abruptly, the car turned. It rumbled to a shuddering stop like it was on a hook being pulled the opposite direction.

He’d finally found the brake.

I heard the gearshift move as he put the car into park. It was silent except for the music wafting from the stereo, which was slow and smooth in stark contrast to the pulse hammering in my body.

Air burst from my lungs as I opened my eyes. We were sitting on a grassy bank beside the creek, facing the opposite way we’d been driving and on the other side of the road. My Porsche seemed to have survived unscathed, we were all right, and to anyone who passed by, it would probably appear like we’d intentionally pulled off the road to park here.

Royce didn’t look at me. He turned the engine off, pushed open his door, and climbed out. Was he running away? Where the fuck was he going? My seatbelt was made of concrete and weighed me down. I couldn’t move. I sat dumbfounded as he disappeared behind the back of the SUV.

A shadow fell across me and then my door was tugged open, bringing in cool air and the scent of the woods. I lifted my gaze to stare up at him. He had one hand on the door frame and the other on the roof, trapping me in. His face was streaked with worry. “Are you all right?”

I blinked. “I’m fine. Are you?”

“I’m fucking embarrassed.” He sucked in a deep breath as he stepped back. “I could have killed us.”

Since it no longer weighed anything, I undid my seatbelt and stood, my knees wobbling. “We’re okay.”

I’d disliked him for so long, and now everything was upside-down. His eyes were full of shame and his lips twisted downward in a frown, and I hated the way it looked on him. I even preferred the cocky version he pretended to be over this.

“You did pretty good up until the end, there,” I said, desperate to relieve the tension, “but maybe don’t fire your driver.”

A faint smile warmed his lips. “Do you want to know what my final thought was when we were headed for that creek?”

Please say something sexy. Because my heart was still racing, and adrenaline filled my bloodstream. “What was it?”

“That this is all your fault.”

My mouth dropped open. “My fault?”

The heat in his eyes was the only hint he wasn’t being serious. Or perhaps he wasn’t talking about the near crash but was accusing me of something else. I didn’t get time to think about it. He used one strong hand to grip my waist and pull my body crashing into him, and the other to cradle my face, angling my head so he could claim my lips.

Our last kiss had been restrained since we were in his office in the middle of the work day. Now there was no one around to interrupt the intense, wild way he kissed me. His tongue pressed at the seam of my lips and demanded entrance, which I gave with a soft sigh. Warmth bloomed in my center and spread along my limbs, heating me to my toes and fingertips.

Our kiss started with passion, but it morphed into something different the longer our mouths were melded. It became harder. Darker. Reckless.

His hand twined in my hair, tugged at the strands, and moved right to the edge of pain. I put my hand on his shoulder and sank my fingernails into the meaty part of his arm. He escalated by sliding his hand down my back and gripped my ass so hard, I rose up onto my toes, pushing deeper into him.

I’d kept my raw, primal desire for Royce contained for a year, but this kiss? It unleashed all of it. Lust poured out of me in a throaty moan. It ached and throbbed between my legs as an empty feeling I was desperate for him to fill. And it intensified as he abandoned my lips and nipped at my neck, yanking so hard on my hair it stole my breath.

His teeth said he was angry with me, like he was mad about how much he wanted me, but his lips replaced the sting and wordlessly showed me he wasn’t. Using his hold, he moved us one stumbling step so he could pin me flat to the backseat door.

Sunlight dappled through the trees. Birds called out. Cicadas buzzed their deafeningly loud hum from seemingly nowhere yet all around us in the forest. It fed into the belief that Royce and I were entirely alone. The last two souls on the Earth.

He worked a hand up my shirt and raked his fingers over the cup of my bra, trying to get inside. I wanted to take everything off and give him free rein over my body. I wanted him to have me, and I’d waited a year for this.

“I want you,” I whispered.

“What?” He growled it in my ear. He’d heard what I’d said but demanded I repeat it anyway. And to distract me, he adjusted his stance so his leg was between mine and his thigh pressed at the junction of my legs. Pleasure was hot lighting coursing through me as he ground against my center.

“You could have killed us, and I would have died a virgin.”

He stepped away from me so abruptly, I nearly fell to the ground without his support. He stroked a hand over his lips, like he was wiping away the taste of my kiss. His expression was hard, and chaos swarmed in his eyes. “You’re not going to.”

“Great.” My word was sharp like the need he created inside me. I kept my gaze fixed on him as I grabbed the handle and wrenched open the door to the back seat. “Then, let’s do this.”

Anger tensed every muscle in him. His chest expanded as he pushed forward and got in my face. “Oh, believe me, Marist. I’m going to fuck you. But not today.”

What the hell was his deal? He wasn’t a virgin, and he was obviously interested in me. I wasn’t asking him something difficult. “Why not?”

“Because,” he said with exasperation, “I’m not taking your virginity in the back seat of your Porsche.”

That problem was easily solved. “Okay. Let’s go back to your place.”

“No. Why are you in such a hurry?”

A noise of frustration seeped out of me. “Oh, I don’t know—because I want to know what it’s like? I’m ready. I did what you asked. I waited, Royce. For you. For a whole fucking year where it was all I could think about, and I don’t understand how you’re not dying like me.”

The words had run out of my mouth before I could stop them, and I swallowed a breath at what I’d revealed.

His hard edge softened and blurred until it was gone. He motioned to the open back seat. “Get in.”

Yes. I scrambled across the leather bench seat and was relieved when he followed, folding his long legs into the small space before shutting the door behind himself. He turned to me, and his lips parted, but nothing came out. There was something he wanted to say but couldn’t find the words. Or perhaps they were choked in his throat.

His hesitation made me nervous.

He smoothed his hands along his thighs and finally found his voice. “In my experience, the first time is uncomfortable for girls.”

I lowered my chin so I could look at him with a plain expression. “Deflowered a lot of virgins, have you?”

“Some, yeah. I want to give you . . .” his lips pressed together as he struggled, “the best chance for you to enjoy it the first time.”

He was so serious, and it was sobering. “Okay, sorry. I’m not following you. What do you—”

He moved quickly. His mouth was hot and urgent, thrust to mine. His hands went to the snap of my jeans and made quick work of dropping my zipper. I still didn’t understand what he’d meant, but he seemed to be on board now, so I let it go. There was awkward twisting and fumbling as we sat side by side and struggled to push the denim down over my hips and legs. I hadn’t gotten the jeans past my ankles before he shoved a hand down the front of my panties and touched me.

I gasped and latched a hand on his forearm. Not to stop him. It was instinctual from the sensation he caused. It felt so good. A featherlight caress over my swollen clit, but it packed a punch of pleasure, and a shudder rattled through me.

It was warm in the car, but not terribly so. Still, sweat blossomed on my skin. Royce’s distracting mouth on mine and his hand grinding against me caused my knees to fall open as wide as possible with the jeans still wrapped around my ankles. I looked ridiculous like this. My shirt was on, and it couldn’t look sexy, me in this state of half-undress. But his hand moving inside my black satin underwear? That was undeniably hot.

I broke the kiss and pressed my forehead to his. His dick was already half-hard, straining against the fly of his shorts. I whispered as I reached for him. “Let’s get naked.”

But he shifted to prevent my touch and slid a finger past my entrance. I was already breathless and coming apart, but his voice was low and solid. “I’m dictating how this goes, Marist.”

His thick finger slipped further inside, making me freeze. Like last time, his gentle, slow thrust felt uncomfortably tight but also weirdly good. I liked the stretch of my body as it got used to him.

I let out a shuddering breath as he leaned over and pulsed his finger in and out, going a little deeper with each pass. He stopped kissing me abruptly and withdrew. It was so he could jerk the front of my panties down. When I understood what he was trying to do, I closed my legs and lifted my hips, helping him work my underwear down until it was also caught around my ankles.

This time, when he plunged his finger back inside me, he wasn’t gentle. He asserted his ownership of me, and my body responded, clamping down. He let out an appreciative groan, and the corners of his mouth turned up in a wicked smile.

He rocked his finger in and out, picking up the pace as he studied me. That dark, intense stare of his was as fiery as the sun. Now, it was sweltering in the car. Sweat dampened my temples and the nape of my neck.

I tipped my head back, letting it rest on the seat as trembles inched up my legs—

“Oh,” I said on a shallow breath.

One finger felt good, but two fingers . . . were too much, too fast. I had a hand on his shoulder, but I curled my fingers into a fist. My body tightened with discomfort. I knew I’d get used to it, but I needed a moment.

“Uh . . .” I started.

He blinked slowly. “Too much?”

I bit my lip and nodded.

He stilled, leaving his fingers lodged inside me. “My dick’s bigger than two fingers,” he whispered. “You sure you still want it?”

My mouth rounded into an ‘oh’ as I realized what he was doing. He was hoping I’d back down from this challenge, but it wasn’t going to work. I wanted it too much. “I’m fine. Just go slow.”

It was strange how he could look disappointed and relieved at the same time. His fingers moved, unhurried and deliberate, working the tension loose from my muscles. The dull ache of fullness eased, and it wasn’t long before I began to rock my hips in time with his thrusts.

The air in the car was so humid, I was breathing in liquid. I closed my eyes as Royce planted a kiss on my lips. I couldn’t watch the corded muscles in his arm flex as he sawed his fingers deep between my legs. He mouthed more kisses on my chin and down my neck.

“When I put a ring on your finger,” he murmured in the hollow of my throat, “I’ll fuck you non-stop. I’m going to get inside you, Marist, and probably never want to leave.”

My eyelids burst open.

“But not until then,” he added.

Before I could process what he meant, he wedged three fingers inside me, driving deep and hard. My body jerked, and I hissed loudly. This wasn’t discomfort.

It was pain.

A hot, intense sting, like a bandage being ripped off in a quick, unapologetic jerk.

I seized his wrist with both hands and shoved him away, but it was too late. His fingertips came away smeared red with my blood.

“I’m sorry,” he said quickly.

His apology had sounded genuine, but there wasn’t shock or surprise in his voice—like he’d expected this to happen. His words from earlier finally made sense, how he’d wanted to give me the best chance for me to enjoy my first time.

He’d broken my hymen just now, and he’d done it intentionally.


Chapter Eleven


I straightened in my seat and stared at Royce. Inside my head, I cursed his stupid handsome face and what he’d done. My cheeks burned a million degrees. I didn’t want to look at his fingers, or down at my legs. The ache was either subsiding, or I was too scattered and embarrassed to notice it anymore.

“Why?” I demanded.

His Adam’s apple bobbed with a hard swallow, and guilt rushed through his expression. “Are you okay? I didn’t want to hurt you, but I thought this might make our first time less traumatic.”

“Traumatic?” Jesus. “It’s just sex, Royce. Not war.”

He had no response to that. Maybe he was thinking I was a naïve virgin and he knew better. Was I Medusa now? He sat in the tense silence, utterly still. Even in statue form, he was beautiful. I wanted him to pull me into his arms. He needed to do something fast, because emotions roiled in my belly, and I worried I might start to freak out.

“Are you all right?” he asked softly.

“I changed my mind.” I didn’t want to show weakness, but all the desire in me had fled. Now I just wanted to be dressed as quickly as possible and pretend this never happened. I leaned forward and grabbed the jeans wadded at my feet. He nodded in understanding and leaned between the front seats, reaching to grab the package of tissues on the tray in my console.

“I thought you might. You still haven’t answered me, though.” He pulled out a tissue for himself and handed the pack to me. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I said curtly. I was aware I was being unfair to him. I’d asked for this, and although he’d been misguided, he had been trying to help me. Part of me was relieved to have this part over with. “I can’t stand the sight of blood.”

His gaze left mine and drifted down to the tissues in my hand. “Do you need me to—”

“Nope,” I said.

God, no. He didn’t seem squeamish or fazed by this, but I wasn’t about to accept his help cleaning me up. When we both finished our tasks and I was buttoning my pants, my confidence inched back into place.

“You should have asked if that was how I wanted it done.”

His gaze was heavy. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

I sighed. “It’d be easier to argue with you if you’d stop agreeing with me.”

“I know it’s fucked up, but I was trying to help.” He turned to face me, bringing one of his legs up onto the seat and propped an elbow on the seat back. “Are we okay?”

Were we? I stared at my knees, unable to hold his gaze.

“I don’t know,” I said softly. I wanted us to be.

He reached out and grasped my chin, turning me to look at him. His fingertips slid over my cheekbone so he could cup my face.

“This whole thing?” I continued. “The situation we’re in . . . it’s so fucked up.”

His chest expanded as he took in a deep breath. “Yeah.”

I could read the thought he had loudly on his face. What he really wanted to say was, you have no idea. But he didn’t. Instead he moved in until there was no space left and captured my lips with his.

*     *     *

It was sunny but windy outside, and the water on the bay was tumultuous. I watched the whitecaps froth on the waves through the window in Alice’s office, and it matched the emotions swirling inside me. I sat alone, waiting with my legs crossed and my foot bouncing with nerves.

I hadn’t seen Royce since Saturday afternoon. He had corporate events and business dinners, and obligations he promised to fulfill on his father’s behalf. He’d texted me a few times during the week under the guise of quizzing me on board members, but I believed it was really an excuse to talk to me.

I kind of liked it.

Would I see him now before the interview? Or would he be in the room as well?

I was sure I didn’t have time to text him and ask. Alice had left me in her office while she went to check on the boardroom and make sure everything was set up. I drummed my fingers on the armrests of my chair. I’d sat for interviews before, but they had been for summer internships. Not something where the stakes were so high.

No matter how much I’d tried to tighten finances and forced my parents to squirrel money away, my family would struggle if I failed.

“They’re ready for you.”

I swiveled toward Alice’s voice and gazed at her as she stood in the hallway, her gray dress matching the steel skyscrapers outside. My heart stayed in my seat as I stood and filed out of her office, clutching the handle of my purse so tightly, my hand ached.

“Do I look all right?” I despised how timid I sounded, and I knew better. If the wind had destroyed my hair or I’d smeared my lipstick on the elevator ride up, Alice would have told me when I first arrived.

I’d spent the last five years learning how not to care about other people’s opinions, and it was impossible to unlearn it in ten days.

Her smile was all brilliantly-white teeth. “You look lovely.”

I fell in step with her as we went down the corridor, marching toward the biggest conversation of my life. It was sure to be hard, but if this went well, I’d be able to finish my degree and save my family, and as a bonus, I’d end up with the prince who dominated my thoughts.

The same prince who was waiting beside the door, his arms folded across his chest and leaning against the wall. He wore a black three-piece suit and a green tie, which perfectly matched the emerald green dress I wore. It had to be intentional on Alice’s part. It made us look like we belonged together.

Like a couple.

“You look nervous,” was the greeting he gave me, which didn’t help my anxiety.

Alice lifted her gaze to the ceiling, annoyed. “Don’t tell her that. She looks perfect.”

His focus slid down me, tracing my curves appreciatively. The dress was simple. One deep color and cut modestly, but tailored so it flattered my figure. Conservative but not stuffy. Professionally feminine, Alice had called it. That was what she wanted my brand to be.

“I look nervous,” I said, “because I am.”

He straightened from the wall, and his shadow fell on me. “Don’t be. You’ll be fine.”

Alice was less convinced. “Just answer the questions honestly, even if some of them make you uncomfortable, and it shouldn’t take long.”

Alarm pricked at me. “Uncomfortable? Like, what?”

Her face went blank. She was a computer accessing files from the archives. “Medical history. Personal stuff.”

“Oh.” My apprehension grew.

“I’m going to introduce you,” Royce said, “but I can’t stay.” He gave me a final once-over. “Ready?”

No. Not at all. “Yes.”

“Good luck.” Alice flashed a supportive smile.

He took my elbow and guided me through the door, keeping his voice at a hush, only for me. “You don’t need luck. You’ve got an ace up your sleeve.”

I glanced at him in surprise. “I do?”

It was too late for him to explain. We were now in the boardroom and the interview had officially started.

There was a lot to take in. The ceilings were tall and the room wide, but my eye went to the long conference table and the reflection of the Boston skyline in its glossy finish. The outer wall was all windows like the offices, but since we were on the opposite side of the building, the sun-drenched city stretched out for miles beyond the glass.

Eight pairs of eyes sharpened on us as Royce urged me deeper into the room.

Four men in suits sat on one side of the table, three on the other, and Macalister presided at the head. Was it another Hale tradition to have his chair sit taller than the rest, to make him more impressive and opposing? Because it was working. He held dominion over the room.

“Gentleman,” Royce said straight-faced, “may I present Marist Northcott for your consideration?”

I strangled back the nervous laugh that wanted to escape. He was mocking them, or his family’s ridiculous tradition, or both.

He pulled out the chair for me at the other end of the table, which left a buffer of several empty seats, but put me directly across from his father. I strode toward it, determined not to look intimidated even as my insides quaked. I would do as Royce did. Be a different person when others were around.

Adapt to survive.

The evaluating stare of the board members made it cumbersome to move, but I lowered into the seat, kept my chin up and my gaze firmly on Macalister. I was smart enough to know the chairman was the only one whose opinion mattered, and I was already starting behind since I wasn’t my sister. If I lost his approval, I’d be doomed.

A hand gently clasped my shoulder, and I turned to look up at Royce. His expression made his thoughts clear. You’ve got this. My heart skittered from his small, supportive gesture, but when I faced the board, the action hadn’t been lost on Macalister. He eyed his son with interest.

Or perhaps suspicion.

Footsteps carried Royce away, and no one spoke until the door was shut behind him. Alice’s voice filtered in my mind. Mind your posture. Smile. Hands in your lap.

“Welcome.” Macalister’s voice was fixed and even. “Thank you for taking the time to meet with us.”

I hoped my smile wasn’t unnatural. “Thank you for having me.”

As a whole, the board was rather young-looking, and it was by design. Years ago, they had created a rule that each member would retire from their seat by sixty-five. Macalister had argued it was to keep the members fresh and sharp, but I suspected he’d done it to force his own father to relinquish his seat and allow Macalister to take over sooner.

The two members who’d come from outside HBHC were in their early fifties. Both men had made hundreds of millions on companies they’d taken public, retired from, and now held seats on the board. They drew cushy salaries for four meetings a year, plus a few events. It was a sweet gig.

Macalister turned to the members, one side and then the other as he spoke. “I believe most of you have already met her. She’s Charles Northcott’s youngest daughter.”

Heads nodded in agreement.

His cold stare returned to me. “But why don’t you indulge us and tell us a little about yourself?”

I adjusted my posture as my shoulders were already slipping. At least this was a question I was prepared for.

“Of course,” I said. “I’m twenty-one and will be starting my final year at Etonsons this fall. I’m studying economics with a minor in history. I’ve interned at Marche Risk Management and volunteered at the Museum of Natural History.” I took in a breath to transition from my schoolwork to my daily life. “I’m a voracious reader and collector of books, preferably—”

He lifted a hand, silencing me. I had ticked the box and supplied a satisfactory answer, and he wanted to move on.

The next few questions were also as I expected. My career goals. Strengths and weaknesses. How I dealt with conflict and failure. After that, the group shifted to my personal life. I was asked about loyalty, and what was the most important thing to me.

“Family,” I answered.

“Are you an organized person? A planner?” Macalister asked.

“Yes, sir.” I always looked ahead.

“So, tell me. How do you find the planning is going for Royce’s celebration?”

“Royce’s party?” His question tripped me up. “I haven’t been involved with that.”

Displeasure painted his face an ugly color. “It’s the biggest event of my son’s life—the man who’s to be your husband. You don’t care enough to be involved with that?”

The disapproving expressions swept through the board members like a cold chill, and excitement lurked in Macalister’s eyes. This wasn’t an interview, it was an interrogation. I needed to be extra careful. He was going to ask questions he already knew the answers to.

I swallowed hard but kept my chin level, scrambling to find the right response. “I figured it was best to wait for board approval before asking to be included. I didn’t want to overstep.” The lie came out sugary sweet. “Of course, if he’d asked me, I would have been thrilled to be included.”

The dark expressions around the table faded, but the chairman’s eyes narrowed. He’d meant to fluster me, and his plan had failed.

“Do you want children?” Mr. Geffen asked.

There was a pang in my chest. Of course he asked this question. Alice had told me how he and his wife tried IVF several times but had not been successful.

“Yes,” I said. “Eventually.”

I’d been so caught up in the immediate part of the arrangement, I hadn’t considered children. Did Royce want them? We were compatible on a basic level, but what if we weren’t on something else? What if it were a deal breaker? We’d known each other our whole lives but—God—we had so much left to learn.

“And you’re healthy?” Mr. Geffen was reluctant to ask it. “Everything seems to be okay in that department?”

I gave a pained smile. “Yes, sir.”

“Are you on birth control?” Macalister asked abruptly.

The air solidified, leaving nothing left to breathe. “Excuse me?”

All the way on the other end of the room, I could sense his irritation. It rolled down the table at me like a pen on a slant, picking up steam as it went. He weighted each word. “Are you on birth control?”

My breath came rapid and uneven. “Yeah. I mean, yes, sir.”

“What kind?”

Seriously? I had terrible cramps, and the pill was the only thing that saved me. I hadn’t had a period in a year. Did they want to know that too? My tone was clipped. “The pill.”

“And how many sexual partners have you had?”

I should have sensed this coming. With how conservative and controlling Macalister was, he’d want to know. He’d need every detail. My spine hardened into steel. “I don’t sleep around.”

“That’s good to know,” Mr. Shaunessy interjected. “But it wasn’t what Macalister asked, was it, dear?”

My jaw ached to hold in the words I wanted to say. As I stared at the man seated at the head of the table, my blood heated until it ran scalding through my veins. I wanted to wipe the smug expression off his face. He wouldn’t call me a slut outright, but he would imply. He’d use whatever number I gave him to shame me in front of the board.

Except the trap he’d laid was going to backfire. This was a question he didn’t know the answer to.

There was probably a flush on my cheeks, but I calmed and blinked a cold stare at the sea of older, pale faces. “Zero.”

Mouths dropped open. Mr. Geffen stopped mid-sip of his glass of water.

Macalister scowled and sat back in his chair. “Don’t lie to us.”

“I promise you, I’m not.” I couldn’t have sounded more sincere if I’d tried.

It looked like Mr. Burrows believed me. He was the oldest member at sixty-two, but he looked at least ten years younger. Alice told me he ran a four-hour marathon.

He leaned forward in his chair. “Are you waiting for marriage?”

“No, sir. I mean, I wasn’t intentionally.” My mouth had gone dry, and I eyed the water glass in front of me longingly, watching a drop of condensation trail erratically down the side. But I knew if I reached for it, they might see how I was shaking. “Honestly, I didn’t date much in high school or college, and when I did, it just . . . never went that far.”

Mr. Lynch, who was seated to Macalister’s right, turned his stunned gaze to his boss and said it with awe. “She’s a virgin.”

Macalister wasn’t having it. “You’re a gorgeous girl from a wealthy family. You really expect us to believe no one has touched you?”

With everything he’d said, it was his compliment that threw me the most. “I didn’t say no one has touched me, but I haven’t—”

“I see. What exactly have you done?” The corner of his mouth lifted in a smile. It screamed, gotcha.

My gaze dropped to the blank notepad before me and the pen with the HBHC logo printed on its side. There was no point in lying. Macalister had nearly caught me with Royce’s dick in my hands.

I was supposed to play my part and be what Macalister wanted, but it seemed like what he wanted most was to tear me apart. To break me down and prove I wasn’t worthy of entry into his family.

Alice had won him over by standing up to him. It was incredibly risky, but if I was going to lose, at least I could say I went down swinging.

I filled my lungs with air, using it to inflate my confidence. From this point on, I needed to be unsinkable. “I’ve been intimate with two guys.”

His lips parted, probably to ask for specifics, but I cut him off before he could.

“Hands,” I said, “above and below the waist. That kind of thing.”

Mr. Lynch didn’t seem to be aware this conversation was truly between Macalister and me and interrupted. “No oral sex? Ever?”

My gaze was locked onto Macalister as I answered his lackey. “No, sir.”

In my peripheral vision, I saw the rest of the board members exchange looks with each other.

“Who were the boys?” asked Mr. Shaunessy.

“Do you really want their names?” It was clear they did. “Well, Royce. And, um . . . Richard.”

Mr. Shaunessy flinched. “My son?”

The king, sitting on his throne, stared at me. He didn’t care about who, only why I was still a virgin. To him, I was a puzzle to solve. “Are you not interested in sex?”

“No, I am.” I wasn’t going to play his game and let him embarrass me for something that wasn’t shameful. “Very interested, actually.”

“Is that so?” His eyebrow arrowed upward. “Then, I assume you masturbate?”

A few of the board members gasped. Mr. Geffen coughed as he choked on his own spit.

Inside I was dying, but I refused to show it. Be unfazed. Besides, I read the challenge in Macalister’s words and would meet it head-on. My voice was loud and strong. “Nearly every day.”

Some of the board stirred in their seat. But Macalister? The shift was subtle, barely noticeable. His lips parted and heat flared in his eyes. It wasn’t judgement or disgust causing it—this fire was something far more insidious.

Arousal.

My heart thudded to a stop.

His broad shoulders tilted as he leaned on one armrest of his chair, and his lips peeled back into a smile. “I’m sorry if you find my questions frank, but I believe sex is an important aspect of a healthy marriage. Most girls your age have already had some experience with it.”

“I am not like most girls.”

His smile widened, stretching into his eyes. “No. No, you’re not. I see that now.” He thumbed the underside of wedding band on his finger. “You’re attracted to Royce? Sexually?”

I would have thought that was clear, but I humored him. “Yes, sir.”

“That’s good. However, I’d prefer if the two of you don’t go any further until we’ve finished this approval process.”

Yet another instance of Macalister trying to assert absolute control, but it wouldn’t work. Royce had already told me he wouldn’t take my virginity until we were engaged. “I’ve waited a year for him, I think I can wait another . . .” Shit! What was I doing? “I mean, I’ve waited this long, it’s fine.”

My attempt at backtracking was futile. Macalister latched on, intrigued. “What was that?” When I said nothing, he prodded, “Go on. You said you waited a year for him. What did you mean?”

My hesitation wasn’t helping, but it was hard to admit. “Last year, Royce . . . he asked me not to sleep with anyone.”

His expression didn’t change, but behind his eyes I could see him working through it. “He wanted to be your first.”

It had felt like I had been winning the battle up until this point, but now I was losing ground. I said it so softly, it barely traveled the length of the room to reach him. “Yes.”

“And you waited. He could have been off with a dozen different girls, and yet you stayed faithful. Why?”

We’d come full circle. Macalister had returned to asking questions he already knew the answers to. My pulse thundered, making blood whoosh loudly in my ears. I didn’t want to say why I’d waited for the boy I’d grown up disliking. I didn’t want to admit to myself why I’d turned down the stranger who’d asked for my number at the coffee shop this past spring.

“She’s in love with him.” Mr. Shaunessy acted like this was a fact he’d been clever enough to discover.

“No,” I said instantly. “No, definitely not. I barely know him.”

Mr. Shaunessy took on an all-knowing look. “All right. Infatuated with him, then.”

That one was harder to argue against, so I fell silent. I risked a glance at Macalister, who seemed pleased. I knew in my gut it wasn’t how his son and I had made a connection, but that this information gave him more leverage over us.

Mr. Burrows set down his water with a thud, the ice tinkling against the glass. “Well, she’s loyal, and you can’t buy that.”

Macalister’s attention snapped to him. “There’s no problem too big that money can’t solve. You, of all people, should know that.”

Mr. Burrows reacted as if his boss had slapped him across the face rather than just verbally. He sank back in his chair, and I doubted he’d say another word the rest of the time he was in the room.

Macalister’s focus crept back to me. “He’s not wrong, though. I respect honesty and loyalty, as both are difficult to find these days. Do you feel you would make a good wife?”

Alice had told me to control my hands, so I resisted the urge to tuck my hair behind my ear. “I don’t know how to answer that, other than to say I would try my best.”

Macalister nodded. “Well, that’s all we can ask of someone, isn’t it? Thank you, Marist. Please shut the door as you leave. The board and I have a lot to discuss.”


Chapter Twelve


Thank fuck the office hallway was empty when I left the boardroom. I put one hand on the wall to lean on, and the other in the center of my chest, and willed myself to keep it together. A million emotions churned inside me.

Relief it was over. Proud I’d survived. Fear at what I’d revealed. And, most of all, anger. All that preparing, and it had been pointless. I’d been ambushed by the questions.

I took a moment, sucking in air to steady myself before launching down the hallway toward Royce’s office. There was no assistant to stop me, and his closed door wasn’t going to either. I seized the doorknob, turned it, and stormed inside.

He was alone in his spacious room, typing on the keyboard and his gaze fixed on the computer screen. The other monitor beside him scrolled real-time data from the markets.

“Did you know?” I demanded, startling him. My voice cracked and lost its power. “Did you know what he was going to ask?”

Concern had Royce shooting out of his seat. He came to me, pushing his office door closed with one swift hand and sweeping me into his embrace with the other. His tone was hushed and soothing. “It’s okay.”

“The fuck it is!” I glared up as he loomed over me, taking up all my space. “I just told a room full of men that—oh, let’s see. I’m a virgin. I’ve given hand jobs to you and Richard Shaunessy, whose father asked for the names, by the way.” My stomach flipped over on itself as I declared the worst part. “And I masturbate nearly every day.”

“You do?” Lust pooled in his expression. “That’s hot, Marist.”

“Royce.” I was in no mood. Didn’t he see how serious I was about this? His comment only made me angrier. “This might be a game for you, but it’s my fucking life.”

He stiffened. “I’m sorry, you’re right.”

“Some of them are my father’s coworkers, and his boss.” I twisted out of his arms, needing distance. I didn’t want his touch to disarm me. “And you didn’t answer me. Did you know?”

His expression glazed over, and he hesitated before speaking. “I had an idea, yeah.”

I had to stare at the ceiling to drain back my tears of frustration. “You should have warned me.”

“I wasn’t allowed.” I could hear how torn he was. He’d at least wanted to tell me. Did that count for something? “If I had prepped you, they would have known, and then they wouldn’t have believed any other answer you gave.”

The jerk was probably right.

When it was safe, I put my gaze back on him and pinned him in place. “It screwed with my head.” A tremble rumbled through my shoulders, so I cross my arms to hold it in. My voice dropped to a whisper. “I think I fucked up.”

Alarm rushed through his expression, but he tried to downplay it, being strong for my benefit. Once again, he moved in and put his arms around me. “I’m sure you did fine.”

It should have felt weird, but I welcomed his offer of comfort. I’d pushed him away the first time, but now I desperately needed it. I gripped the lapels of his suit and peered up into his piercing eyes. They were like multifaceted jewels. Pale blue, and then ringed with dark sapphire at the outer edges.

“I told them I waited for you.”

He took in a deep breath, but otherwise he didn’t react. “So?”

“So . . . your father knows you asked me to wait because you want to be my first.”

Again, there was little reaction from him, but movement sparked behind his eyes, like he was entering crisis mode. “That’s fine.”

“You should have seen his face, though,” I warned.

He shrugged it off. “Whatever happens, we’ll figure it out.”

My heart beat a little faster. He could have easily said I’ll figure it out, but instead he’d said we. It had rolled so naturally off his lips. He saw us as a pair.

The phone on his desk rang in a jarring trill, forcing him to release me. He walked to it and punched a button. “This is Royce.”

Macalister’s voice filtered through the electronic speaker and turned my bones to ice. “You should have told me she was a virgin.” I pictured the irritation on his face. “Of course, they ate that up. The board loves her.”

Royce glanced over his shoulder and flashed a sly smile. Oh, my God. This was the ‘ace up my sleeve’ he’d mentioned. Once again, I was annoyed by how big of a deal men made about women’s virginity.

“I guess it went well?” he asked his father.

“She was . . . surprising,” Macalister said. “I told her this already, but just to be clear—you don’t touch her before the initiation.”

Royce’s smile soured. “I understand.”

There was rustling on the other end, followed by a distinct click as his father hung up.

*     *     *

I stood in the dressing room of the designer dress shop, watching the Instagram notifications blow up my phone.

The week following the interview had been worse than the previous.

My preparation lessons with Alice had been replaced with meetings about Royce’s party. Since I had passed the first stage of the approval process, things grew more serious. Being Royce’s wife basically meant I’d be a project manager. I’d be tasked with planning events and making all the decisions he couldn’t be bothered with.

This was my audition.

I’d sat in on meetings with florists about centerpieces and inspected table linen samples, all while Alice watched over and second-guessed every decision I’d been forced to make. I didn’t care whether the tables were round or long rectangles, or if the invitations were embossed or letterpress.

But I pretended I did. I smiled and nodded and Instagrammed what she encouraged me to. I developed the narrative of the happy girlfriend swept away with excitement at planning a celebration for the man of her dreams. I played the role everyone wanted me to be.

Everyone, except for me.

Each selection I made felt like I was blindly filling in a test answer bubble, praying it was right. Once the RSVPs started to come in, it became more complicated. Everyone wanted to be there. This was going to be the party of the decade. It had been thirteen years since anyone had ascended to the board, and Royce wasn’t going to be just any board member—he was supposed to take over for Macalister when his father retired.

Media outlets wanted in on the celebration. Once it was clear I was Royce’s girlfriend and in charge of his party, I’d started getting requests from everywhere. People who’d shunned me in high school were suddenly obnoxiously friendly. Style editors and Instagram influencers followed me and sent direct messages, hoping to score an invite.

I tried not to let it go to my head, but it was a trip.

All those people who had treated me like I had a social disease were suddenly climbing over each other to be my friend. The petty part of me enjoyed it a little.

Alice’s favorite designer was in Boston for a trunk show, and she’d scheduled an appointment for both of us this evening. I hadn’t known Royce was coming until he’d appeared on the couch in the lobby of the store, looking annoyingly sexy. He’d come straight from the office, and his tie was stuffed haphazardly in the pocket of his blue suit coat.

“Why are you here?” I made a face. I hadn’t meant for it to come out so forceful. I was tired, and I didn’t like him seeing the person I had to be when Alice was around.

He smirked, unfazed by my tone. “I need to know what you’re going to be wearing so I can coordinate.”

“I’m sure I could send you a picture.”

He tossed up a hand in surrender. “Okay. I wanted to have a say in the decision.”

Like his father, Royce liked having control.

Donna Willow, the dress designer, was the embodiment of her name. Her head was a mop of wispy white hair and she was so slender, the collection of bracelets jangling on her wrists looked like they might break her arms. When Alice introduced us, Donna gave me a once-over and a pleasant smile.

“My fall collection is all jewel tones,” she said, nodding to herself. “Lots of options, but I already have a dress in mind for you.”

Gowns were pulled for me to try on, and then I was shepherded toward a dressing room.

“This is just to get an idea. I’ve got clips for whatever is too big.” She pointed to the glittering, fluffy assortment of dresses hanging on the rack. “I’m confident the red strapless number will be your dress, but we’ll start with the blue one just for fun.” Her eyes sparkled. “We don’t want this over too quickly.”

I gave a smile and hoped she couldn’t see it was pained.

Once the door shut, my face fell. I should have been excited. This was basically every little girl’s dream, trying on fancy dresses for the big ball. I even had the Prince Charming already lined up.

Except it was fabricated.

Would my relationship with Royce grow to become more than just fiction?

I retrieved my phone from my purse, snapped a picture of the rack of gowns, and posted it to my feed. I fed the lie with a question of which dress I should try on first, followed by a bunch of happy, vapid hashtags.

“Nice,” Alice said when I emerged from the fitting room wearing the blue mermaid style dress.

I went up the step to stand on the platform in front of the mirrors and take it in. Its high neck had beaded embellishments that wrapped around my throat and I couldn’t help but feel strangled.

Alice sat on the cream-colored couch and Royce in a gold armchair beside it, and his gaze met mine through the mirror.

“It’s just okay to me,” he said.

“Agreed,” Donna concluded. “Try the black one next.”

The second dress was far more comfortable, but I didn’t have to see my reflection to know it wasn’t right. Three frowns greeted me when I appeared from the fitting room.

“No,” Donna said, before sending me back. “The waistline is too high.”

I stood in the small, mirrorless room, staring at the notifications as they popped up on my screen, one after another. People seemed to like the curated Marist Northcott a hell of a lot more than the real one. I hurled my phone in my purse and reminded myself it was pointless to be upset. I was doing what I had to. Macalister’s deal said I was supposed to be the girl everyone wanted to be.

My gaze landed on the red dress.

Frowns weren’t waiting for me when I rounded the corner and stepped into view. Alice inhaled sharply and clasped a hand to her chest. Donna’s proud smile was enormous. I didn’t risk a glance at Royce at first. Instead, I grasped the sides of skirt and stepped up onto the platform, took in a breath, and raised my eyes to the mirror.

My own reflection turned me to stone.

The strapless dress was the color of power and sin. Below the waist, the red corseted bodice burst into tulle rosettes in varying shades of crimson and scarlet, flowing down to the floor and trailing behind me in a short train.

Who knew fabric could be so transformative?

I suddenly felt like I could do this. I could wear this beautiful costume when it was announced to the world I was about to become the princess of the Hale dynasty. That Royce had chosen me. I’d don a smile on my face that wouldn’t be much of a lie, and it was because of the way he was looking at me right now.

His lush lips parted, but he didn’t seem to be breathing. He stared at me as if the world turned at my command. I’d always thought his eyes were hungry, but that hunger was the hunt for signs of weakness. For mistakes and dark secrets people hoped to conceal.

His hunger now was something else entirely.

Unabashed desire drenched his expression. He held my gaze so long my knees softened, and my cheeks warmed with a flush. Had he forgotten we weren’t alone? It was indecent the way he stared at me. There was no mistaking what he craved.

Perhaps I wasn’t Medusa, but Persephone. Royce was Hades, the king of the underworld. He’d come to carry me down into his dark world, make me his unwilling bride and his queen.

She didn’t stay unwilling, did she?

The myth said once Persephone had been granted her freedom by Zeus, lovesick Hades tricked her into eating pomegranate seeds. This meant she had to return to her husband in the underworld.

In some versions, Persephone ate the seeds knowingly. She wanted the excuse to return to him.

The women in the room were thankfully oblivious. They both rushed toward me.

“You’ll wear your hair up,” Alice said. She gathered my hair in her hands and held it against the crown of my head.

Donna’s cold fingers slipped into the back of the dress and tugged it tight. “It’ll have to be taken in.”

“Earrings?” Alice asked the designer. “Or necklace? I don’t want to ruin the neckline.”

There was no discussion if this was the right one, and Royce hadn’t given his approval. I turned and looked at him over my shoulder while the women continued to fuss at me. “Do you like it?”

“I do.” His voice was thick like honey. “Very much.”

God, that stare. My mouth went dry.

For the first time ever, I wanted the initiation to get here quicker. All the sooner we’d both be able to satisfy our cravings.

*     *     *

I stood in the kitchen and lay my hands flat on the countertop to prevent myself from hurling the stack of envelopes at my mother. I was livid. So angry, it solidified my muscles and made my back ache from the weight of it.

It had been a month since Macalister had shattered my world. And in that time, miraculously, no bills had arrived.

Last week I’d started going through the mail as soon as I was home from my appointments with Alice or the event coordinator. But there’d been nothing. Not even an electric bill.

Something wasn’t right. Macalister had said the house was in default, so there would be notices. Foreclosing wasn’t something that just happened overnight. It was a long, tedious process with a paper trail. Even if he’d stopped his bank’s foreclosure, it’d take days before the system processed it.

This morning I’d told my family I’d be gone all day, but I’d lied. At one o’clock, I’d lurked in the guest bedroom upstairs that had the best view of the driveway, and I waited. The mail truck rumbled up twenty minutes later and deposited a thick stack of envelopes into our mailbox. It had only just pulled away when my mother walked down the drive.

My suspicions rose exponentially as she stood at the mailbox, sorting the letters into two piles. Maybe she was weeding out the junk mail, but in my gut, I knew it was wishful thinking. As she disappeared from view and back into the house, I closed my eyes and said a little prayer.

Downstairs, there were footsteps as my mother moved around in the kitchen. A cabinet door creaked open and then thumped shut. More sounds as the water ran in the sink.

I’d seen my mother do dishes before, but up until recently, it had been a rare occurrence. Delphine had been let go, and we were all feeling the loss, but my mother had been hit the hardest. Not just in housework and meals, either. Delphine had been part of our family.

I forced myself to sound light and casual. “Hey. Did the mail come yet?”

“Oh, I didn’t know you were home.” She bobbed her head in a nod. “It’s there on the counter.” She used one wet hand to point to the stack, and a sickening, sour taste filled my mouth.

“Where’s the rest of it?”

“What?” she asked over the running water.

My voice was loud and pointed. “The rest of the mail, Mom.”

She stilled. Slowly, she turned off the water and turned to face me, her panic barely disguised. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Shit, she was a terrible liar. I strode over to the cabinets that weren’t used often, throwing open the doors, one after another, searching.

“Marist, stop,” she cried.

It only fueled me to keep going. When I reached for the next one, she sucked in a deep breath. It was because when I jerked the door open, I was meet with several shelves of mail. The cabinet was fucking full.

Weeks’ worth of bills had been hidden here.

I scooped out a stack of letters in disbelief, some of them spilling onto the counter below. There were red ‘past due’ and ‘urgent’ stamps on a few. Not a single one had been opened. I set my hands on the counter, infuriated and crushed with disappointment.

She whispered, “I know you’re upset, but—”

“Yes.” The voice that spoke didn’t sound like it belonged to me, but it couldn’t have come from anyone else.

Her bottom lip trembled. “It’s just . . . you have so much on your plate right now, and your father and I didn’t want you to worry.”

“Oh, my God,” I snapped. “That’s such bullshit.”

She scowled. “Don’t talk to me like that. I’m your mother.”

I snatched up one of the bills before me, tearing open the envelope as I spoke. “Except I’m the only one with any responsibility around here. What are you thinking? You can’t just ignore this and believe it’s going to go away.” Tears of anger burned my eyes, making my vision bleary and the credit card statement I’d opened hard to read.

“We’re not ignoring it, we just need a little more time.”

“Time for what? For Macalister to write me a five-million-dollar check?”

It looked like I’d kicked her in the stomach, but it was hard to feel much sympathy for her right now. My anger burned so hot inside me, it consumed all other emotion. I stared at the charges printed on the paper and my focus zeroed in on the date.

“What the fuck is this?” I jammed the statement at her, my finger on the line pointing it out. “You spent four thousand dollars at Chanel last week?”

A range of emotions played out on her face. Surprise, followed by guilt, and then defensiveness.

“You don’t know what it’s like!” Tears spilled down her face. “It’s so overwhelming. I feel awful all the time, Marist. I’m miserable every second of every day, and I just . . .” She tipped her head back and stared at the ceiling. “I needed some relief, all right? I saw the bag, and I just wanted to be happy for two seconds. I needed an escape. I’m sorry.”

I swung away, unable to look at her, but there was no escape for me. The Etonsons crest was on one of the letters in the pile. It was far too late to apply for a student loan, and who would give me one, anyway? My family was supposed to be American royalty with coffers full of money.

“I’ll take the bag back,” she mumbled.

Like that would solve anything. My mother had lived her whole life as an entitled and privileged woman. Her behavior would never change.

I said nothing to her. I simply stared at my family’s financial ruin and tried not to cry. In five days, I would be armed with Hale resources and this would be a mountain I could climb. My silence drove my mother away, and I was grateful she wasn’t near. I assumed she went to her room to feel sorry for herself some more, rather than do anything about her situation.

I pulled down the ignored bills and notices, flinging them to the floor until they were a puddle of debt at my feet. I dropped down beside it, my back against the lower cabinets, and began to open each one.

Some time later, Emily found me there, neat piles sorted by priority gathered around me. She barely blinked at how I was sitting on the floor of the kitchen or what I was doing. It wasn’t all that surprising. My parents had passed on the avoider gene to her. She’d put the pregnancy test off for weeks so she wouldn’t have to face reality.

As she slid down the cabinets to sit beside me, I sighed. I was still upset with her about what she’d kept from me. She was supposed to be my best friend. Did she feel like she couldn’t trust me? That I’d judge her? It hurt.

But this wasn’t the time to talk through our issues. Couldn’t she see that? I was frayed and raw, and there were bigger things to worry about than my feelings.

“You’ve been avoiding me for weeks,” she said. “And I’ve been avoiding this too, but we have to talk.”

“I know, but not now, Em.” I scanned the papers surrounding us. “Just let me get through this weekend, and then everything’s going to get better.”

“No, it isn’t. I shouldn’t have let this go on as long as it has. I should have told you weeks ago.” She grabbed my arm to let me know she was serious. My breath cut off as her expression turned to desperation. “You can’t marry Royce.”

My pulse slowed to a crawl. Hyperawareness tingled across my skin, warning me something big was coming. Oh, God. Was this where she told me she was secretly in love with him?

My voice wavered. “Why’s that?”

“Because for him to join the board?” Her hand squeezed so hard it was uncomfortable. “He has to fuck you in front of them.”


Chapter Thirteen


Incredulous laughter welled up and erupted from my throat. Emily’s joke was so ridiculous it wasn’t even that funny, but I needed the stress relief, and it felt good to let it out.

My sister didn’t laugh with me. Her eyes were full of fear, and—damn—she was really selling the joke.

“Stop it,” I said. “Where’d you even come up with that?”

“Marist, I’m serious.” She frowned, trying to assemble convincing words. “I thought it was like an urban legend too when I heard it. You know people talk all sorts of shit about the Hales. But this? It’s true.”

“Okay.” I patronized her with a look. “Sure.”

Yet an unwelcomed sensation folded my stomach in two. It whispered to listen to my sister.

“My friend Jenny,” she said, “used to babysit for the Scoffields. She said one night when they’d come home after a party, Mrs. Scoffield was shitfaced and started screaming at her husband about how she let him fuck her while they all watched.”

I pressed my lips together. “She could have been talking about anything.”

Money made people crazy. It lowered inhibitions and sent them on power trips. Everyone knew there was a seedy underside to Cape Hill. Plenty of the higher-ups had been caught in compromising positions. Everything from underage drinking and affairs, to drugs and prostitutes.

I was sure there was kinky shit going on as well. Most of the executives at HBHC acted like the Gods on Mount Olympus. They did whatever fucked-up thing they wanted and didn’t worry about consequences.

My sister shook her head. “Mr. Scoffield gave Jenny three hundred dollars that night. He said it was a joke and not to repeat it to anyone.” Emily’s focus left mine. She pulled up her knees and stared at them as her voice sank further. “I asked Royce about it when we went out last year.”

I tensed. She made me wait a decade before elaborating.

“He’d been an asshole to me all night, but when I told him I’d heard a rumor about it, he changed. It was like he became a completely different person. He said it wasn’t true, of course, but he spent the rest of the night wanting to know exactly who I’d heard the rumor from.” Her gaze wandered back to mine. “He was angry, Marist. And I think he was scared.” Her blue eyes had been soft, but they turned hard. “He was terrified I knew the truth.”

I shifted uncomfortably on the floor, wanting to get away from what she was telling me. The whole thing was fucking insane.

Yet . . .

Why did I think there was even the tiniest chance it could be true?

My gaze swiveled to peer through the open kitchen door that led to the dining room. Macalister had sat there last month and announced his family had a tradition, and a woman played a significant role in it. How the board needed to approve me before I could become Royce’s wife. There’d also been the invasive questions during my interview.

And Macalister had lectured me about sex being necessary for a healthy marriage.

I scrambled to my feet, knocking over some of the piles I’d spent more than an hour organizing. “If it was true, Royce would have told me.”

Even as I said it, I knew it was a lie.

All the Hales had only given me the information they thought I needed to know. Surely, Royce wasn’t allowed to tell me. If he had, I could have bolted, and they wouldn’t want that. A lot of time and money had been invested in me, and besides—it was win at all costs. It was the Hale family motto, he’d said.

“Oh, my God,” I whispered. I pressed a fist into my stomach, desperate to feel anything other than the nausea sweeping through me. I settled on anger and whirled to face my sister. “Why are you telling me this now?”

She climbed to her feet, scattering more of the bills around us. “I tried, and . . .” She looked lost. “I thought you’d back out, or it wouldn’t get this far.”

My rage went from scalding hot to icy cold in an instant as the realization hit me. “You thought I’d fail.”

“No,” Emily said quickly, but it was pointless. I could read it all over her face. “No, but I . . .”

She might have said something else in her defense, but I didn’t hear it. Instead, Royce’s comment in the back seat of my car flitted through my mind, how he’d been worried our first time would be traumatic.

There was so much he wasn’t telling me, how could I believe anything he said? A lie by omission was still a lie. Yet the way Royce had looked at me as I tried on the red dress—even if everything else was manipulation, that moment was real, wasn’t it?

“What are you going to do?” Emily asked, jarring me from my thoughts.

I didn’t know.

If it was true, could I actually go through with it? Let Royce take my virginity as the rest of the board watched? Including his father? Oh, my God.

The whole idea was like something out of the myths I enjoyed. A dark ritual of sex and power, and I’d be at the center. It made me shudder. Mostly in fear, but the part of me that loved the twisted, fucked-up stories in Greek mythology, it found this appealing.

Jesus, what was wrong with me?

I had to focus. It was too late to turn back, and there were no good options. I stood in the nest of bills, put a hand to my forehead, and closed my eyes. Emily had asked me what I was going to do, and I gave her the best answer I had. “Whatever I have to.”

*     *     *

This was the last time I’d see Royce before my final meeting with the board. The initiation, as he and his father had called it. He’d had his driver pick me up, and we rode in the back of the car alternating between stilted conversation and uncomfortable silence. Royce seemed as agitated as I was, but he did a better job at trying not to reveal it.

Maybe he was nervous about the promotion, and not whether he could perform in front of eight other dudes, one of whom was his father.

I was under no delusions what this “date” really was—a photo op. A show. We would get ice cream, then go for a hand-in-hand stroll down Cape Hill’s main street to maximize viewing opportunities for the public. Some of the guests for Royce’s celebration had already arrived, and since the town was small, it was likely we’d run into people.

“Are you okay?” he asked, stabbing his spoon into his hot fudge sundae. “You seem weird.”

“Yeah,” I said coolly. “You too.”

He frowned, pressing his lips together.

The shop was decorated like an old-fashioned ice cream parlor. It had pink and cream striped wallpaper and white wrought iron chairs with patterned seat cushions. The ice cream dishes were tulip shaped and footed. It was like the 1950s, and I didn’t need a reminder of a time where wives were expected to be subservient to their husbands.

“Saturday’s going to be difficult.” He wiped his face with his napkin, wadded it up, and tossed it on the table. Then he leaned back in his chair and gave me a serious look.

My breath caught. “Difficult how, exactly?”

“We hate parties, remember?”

“Oh. Right.” My mood worsened. For a hot second, I’d thought he was going to tell me. But, no.

Last night as I lay awake in my bed, I came fully to terms with it. I’d adapt. I’d give him every opportunity to confess what was going to happen, but if he didn’t—I wasn’t going to let on that I knew. Information was power, and I’d hold on to it as long as I could. Let him see how much he liked being left in the dark.

I tried to envision what the initiation would be like. It lined my stomach with lead, but also made me uncomfortably hot. Tension wrapped around my body, cinched me tight and kept me still as I burned from the inside out. It was scary and wrong, and I was willing to admit to myself a little exciting too. The big picture was I’d get what I wanted.

Maybe I was prepared to win at all costs to get Royce.

It was June and summer was in full swing, and the ice cream place was busy. I hadn’t noticed the blonde girl waving at me until we locked eyes. I wanted to turn and look behind me to see who she was waving at, until I remembered we were seated in the corner and there was no one else it could be.

Noemi Rosso was waving at me.

She rose gingerly from her seat, careful of her pregnant belly, and made her way over to me.

“Emily, right?” she said, extending a hand.

My smile froze. Of course, she thought I was my sister. I’d only met the heiress a few times. Her father owned a media empire, and like Royce, she was poised to take control when he retired. Rosso was as much a household name as Hale was.

“Actually,” Royce said, turning in his seat, “this is Marist, not—”

He blinked at the sight of the woman, and a smile flashed across his lips as he pushed back his chair to stand.

“Noemi.” His tone was warm. “Good to see you.”

“Royce.” She grinned.

Although they clasped hands in a businesslike handshake, it all seemed so familiar, and an unwanted emotion spiked through me. I’d never seen him act sincerely friendly before. It probably didn’t help that Noemi was beautiful. She was close to him in age, maybe the same or a year older.

“Congratulations on the promotion,” she said. Her hand fell to rest on her belly, and the wedding rings glittered on her finger.

“Thanks. I was surprised you decided to come.”

“Of course. This worked out great. Joseph and I wanted to get out of Chicago for a weekend while it was still just the two of us.” She gave a sly smile to the man I hadn’t noticed standing beside her until now. “I don’t think you’ve met my husband. This is Joseph Monsato.”

The men engaged in a cursory handshake and exchanged hellos.

I didn’t follow the gossip rags, but there was no avoiding the story. Noemi’s husband was at least fifteen years older than she was, and soon after they’d eloped, she’d gotten pregnant. The tabloids accused him of seducing her for her money, and most of the stories downplayed how he had money of his own.

Joseph’s dark eyes followed his wife with reverence, and it was obvious to me their marriage had nothing to do with money.

Was it possible the same would ever be said of mine?

“This is my girlfriend,” Royce announced. “Marist Northcott.”

I pushed to my feet, squeezed out a smile, and shook the couple’s hands while Royce’s statement buzzed in my brain. Girlfriend. Once again, it had come from him so quick and naturally.

I had to remind myself to be careful. He was a spectacular liar.

“Nice to meet you,” I said.

“Marist,” Noemi repeated. “We’ve met before, right?”

“Yeah. I think at the HBHC golf classic last year.” And a few other events before that, but I wasn’t going to point it out. She wouldn’t remember me.

“Ah, yeah. Didn’t you have green hair, or am I totally making that up? Sorry, pregnancy has eaten my brain.”

“No,” Royce said with a chuckle, “that’s her.”

Noemi’s gaze turned to him. “Well, it’s nice to see you both again. We didn’t mean to interrupt. I was craving some mint chocolate chip and thought I should say ‘hi.’ I’m sure we’ll see each other this weekend.”

“Yeah, of course.” Royce nodded.

She gave a final smile, took her husband’s hand, and then they disappeared out the door.

It made sense Royce would be friends with her; they had a lot in common. They were from two of the wealthiest, most powerful families in America and pseudo celebrities. I’d never experienced that.

As we slid back into our seats, Royce’s tone was matter-of-fact. “If my father could have picked any woman in the world for me to marry, it would have been her. He pushed her dad for her to apply to Etonsons, but I don’t think she got in.”

My jaw fell open, but I promptly shut it. The two of them would have been a great couple. Noemi’s family had a ton of prestige and power, and she was gorgeous and Royce’s age. But I didn’t like the thought of them together at all. I was glad she hadn’t gotten in to Etonsons, stayed in Chicago, and the two of them never became more than friends.

It worked out better for everyone this way.

Oh, my God. The possessiveness I felt toward Royce was staggering. I’d never thought I’d be a jealous person, but one simple conversation showed me otherwise.

“You should know,” he said, using the same straightforward tone, “if my father had asked me to pick, I’d have chosen the one sitting across from me right now, not eating her ice cream and looking pissed.”

I thought I’d erected all these defenses, yet he punched right through them. I couldn’t tell if this was manipulation or real, but I wanted it to be the truth. It was painful to look at him.

“Promise me,” I said abruptly, my words whisper quiet as I stared at my melting ice cream, “that you’re not going to hurt me.”

His eyes widened and he drew in an enormous breath. The silence stretched between us until every part of me ached. I longed for him to say something. Anything. His expression was heartbreaking.

“I can’t promise you that,” he matched my hushed voice, “but I promise I’ll try my best not to.”

I parroted back the same words his father had given me. “Well, that’s all you can ask of someone, isn’t it?”

*     *     *

On Saturday, I nearly threw up on the solo car ride over to the Hale estate. I’d been too anxious to eat all day, and now acid roiled in my stomach. Maybe I could ask Alice for some toast when I got there. And perhaps I could get some Xanax sprinkled on top too.

She’d insisted I come over by three p.m. to get ready. Thursday, the preparations had officially begun. I’d visited her salon of torture, been given another painful Brazilian, and Sebastian refreshed my hair color. Yesterday, it had been manicures, pedicures, and a spray tan.

This afternoon, two chairs had been brought into one of the guest suites, and Alice and I sat in them while her team of stylists went to work, twisting and curling and pinning until our hair was stacked high on our heads. Conversation wasn’t difficult. I was too nervous to speak, and Alice talked non-stop, rattling off all the guests I needed to make sure I mingled with tonight.

I’d been so focused on the initiation, I hadn’t given much thought to the party afterward. Was it possible to dread that more than the impending sex?

When our makeup had been expertly applied, Alice set her hand on my shoulder and leaned over, putting her face near mine. She held her phone out, high above us and angled down.

“Smile!” It came out light and breezy, but I heard the demand in it all the same.

I pulled my lips back, showing my teeth.

“No,” she scolded. “Smile with your eyes too.”

I forced myself to look happy and carefree, and it must have been satisfying enough for her, because she snapped a few and then airdropped the best photo to my phone in my lap. She didn’t have to tell me what to do next. I opened the Instagram app.

The picture I was about to post gave me pause. There Alice and I were, looking excited and like new best friends, who’d just enjoyed getting their makeovers together. The whole thing was so fucking deceitful.

And yet, I posted in anyway.

Win at all costs.

The red Donna Willow dress had been altered to fit me, but I held my breath as Alice finished tugging the ribbons tight at the back. Last time I’d had the dress on, I’d felt powerful, and I hoped the magic was still there. I needed every ounce of strength today.

I stared at the finished product in the full-length mirror. I barely recognized the girl staring back at me.

Alice sighed wistfully. “It’s like she made the dress for you.” Her expression was full of admiration. “You are breathtaking.”

I swallowed hard. “Thank you.”

She turned to leave, but I did something I’d never done before. I reached out and grasped her wrist to stop her. To make her feel a connection. I wasn’t sure who it startled more, me or her. Her wide eyes went from my grasp to my face.

“Thank you for everything, Alice.”

Did she know what I meant? I’d done my best, struggling through what they wanted, and although at times she’d been aloof and direct, I wouldn’t have gotten this far without her. I wanted her on my side.

The corner of her mouth twisted up into a half-smile, but it looked like she didn’t know whether to laugh or apologize. Her normally confident voice faltered. “You’re welcome.”

There was a knock at the bedroom door, followed by a male voice. “He’s asking for her.”

Suddenly, I was pulled close. Panic swamped her face and her words were urgent and low. “Try to enjoy it.”

“What?” I reared back. Had she really just said that?

But the nervous Alice disappeared. She hardened back into her veneer, returning to the cheerful woman from twenty seconds ago. “Come in,” she called.

The door swung open.

Vance Hale looked similar to his older brother Royce. He had the same long nose, blue eyes, and brown hair, but he was taller. More lanky and slender, like a long-distance runner without an ounce of fat. It made his high cheekbones look razor sharp.

The guy’s social calendar put Alice’s to shame, and I hadn’t seen him in ages. His hair was different from before. It was neat and tidy, and he looked so polished and comfortable in his tuxedo, had I not known him, I would have wondered if he’d been born in one.

As I assessed him, he did the same. His curious gaze raked down me and back up again, and his smile was easy. “Hey, Marist. Pretty dress.”

“Hi.” I was so nervous, I was vibrating. “Thanks.”

“You ready? Royce wants a word.”

My feet wouldn’t move. I was rooted to the carpet. Worse, my mouth filled with glue and wouldn’t work. Fear gripped me in its vise. It told me as long as I stayed where I was, I would be okay.

His head tilted to the side in confusion.

“Marist?” Alice prompted.

No. I wouldn’t be an avoider like the rest of my family. I willed my feet to begin moving. I ordered my heart not to beat too fast and make me lightheaded. I demanded my lips and tongue do my bidding. When I’d stepped into the red dress, I’d pulled on the other version of myself—the girl the Hales wanted me to be.

The girl who could handle anything.

“Sorry.” It was surprising how normal it sounded from me. “I’m ready.”

Vance escorted me along the hallway, and when we reached the top of the grand staircase, I grasped a handful of the skirt to lift so I wouldn’t trip. I wasn’t expecting him to take my other hand and help guide me. The gentlemanly gesture was . . . nice. His hand was warm and steady, and it distracted as we descended the stairs.

“I’m glad it was you,” he said at the bottom. His face shifted from serious to playful. “I had such a crush on Emily. This would have been weird.”

Did he know what was about to happen? “Right,” I said. “Because this isn’t weird at all.”

His surprised smile was wide. He nodded toward the closed door ahead of us, the one which led into the formal dining room. “You better get in there. He thinks I can’t tell, but he’s nervous.”

Vance pulled open the door for me and waited beside it.

The heavy curtains had been drawn closed, and the extravagant crystal chandelier that loomed over the dining table wasn’t lit. The room was naturally dark, paneled in walnut that was so deep in color it was nearly black, which made the formal space somber and cold. The red rug, trimmed in gold, beneath the huge dining table did nothing to warm it up.

The only source of light came from the flickering, five-arm candelabras around the room. Long, white tapers burned, and crystals dangled from each base. There were two candelabras spaced evenly apart in the center of the table, one on the side buffet, and one tucked in the arched, built-in alcove.

It transformed the dining room into a shadowy cave. If I hadn’t been filled with apprehension, I might have laughed at how over the top it was. But this wasn’t a space for laughter. It was ominous. Its walls held secrets of perversion.

Royce was waiting beside the buffet table, and I was drawn to him. My dress fluttered around me like moth wings, and he was the flame I couldn’t resist, even if he was going to be my downfall.

He was spectacular, wrapped in a classic tuxedo without a vest, a black bow tied at his neck, and a glass of champagne in one hand. When the door was pulled closed behind me, it drew his attention. He lifted his gaze to meet mine, and for a long moment we simply stared at each other from across the room, drinking in the sight of the other.

His shoulders pulled back as he straightened, and his intense eyes went wide. He liked what he saw, but it also seemed to be hurting him. I understood. I felt the same ache down to the marrow of my bones.

There was awe in his voice. “You are devastating.”

My knees weakened. My entire body wanted to go soft and puddle at his words. He could have said I was beautiful, but no. He’d chosen a word that gave me power, saying I could lay waste to others. I was too tense to respond with words. I swallowed and nodded, hoping he could read the gratitude in my eyes.

Royce picked up a second flute of champagne from the side table and strode toward me. As I reached out to accept it, he caught the subtle tremble in my hand.

“You’re nervous,” he said. It wasn’t a question, just him stating facts.

I took a tiny sip of the champagne, letting the bubbles work my tongue loose. “Yes. It’s better now that I’m here with you.”

Because it felt like I’d crossed the point of no return. I was locked in, and he was with me. It alleviated the anxiety about whether I could back out and run. All I had to do now was get through it.

Being around him helped me, but was the opposite true for him? As I settled into my choice, he seemed more nervous. Like now he was thinking about backing out and running. Instead, he set his glass down on the dining table and pulled out one of the chairs.

“We need to talk,” he said. “And you’re going to want to sit down for this.”

His expression announced he was so uncomfortable, it verged on pain, so I took the offered seat. He grasped the back of the chair beside me, dragging it away from the table, but he didn’t sit. Instead, he returned to the buffet and retrieved something.

“Before we get into it, I have something for you.”

He set the black box down in front of me and dropped into his seat. If this was an engagement ring, it must be enormous. The box, tied with a red satin bow, was as big as a hardcover book.

My hands shook as I unknotted the ribbon and lifted the lid, my breath held.

One look inside and I burst into tears.


Chapter Fourteen


All the emotions I’d been trying to avoid poured out of me now in one uncontrollable instant. I gripped the lid of the box so tightly, the cardboard bent in my hands. Tears streamed hotly down my cheeks, likely destroying the makeup Alice’s stylists had applied.

Royce looked terrified. “Oh, shit. Please don’t cry.”

He had no idea how to deal with me, but it didn’t matter. At that moment, he could do nothing wrong. I stared at the Harry Winston necklace I thought I’d never see again, letting my gaze trace the delicate cluster of diamonds.

I could barely whisper. “This is for me?”

“Yes. It’s yours.”

I wiped away my tears with my thumb, and even though I was crying, I laughed in amazement too. “How? How did you . . .”

“Alice showed me the picture on Instagram. Costolli let me buy it before it went to auction.”

I had to look up to the unlit chandelier to keep from spilling more tears. “Oh, my God, Royce.”

Confusion spread across his face. “You don’t like it?”

“Are you kidding?” I dropped the lid and turned in my seat, gripping his face in my hands. “Thank you. My God, I can’t even find the words.” Now this heirloom could remain in my family. “You don’t know how much this means to me.”

His hands gently cuffed my wrists, and his eyes melted. “Tell me.”

“It was my great-grandmother’s.” I struggled to rein in my emotions. “My mom wore it when she married my dad, and I hoped I’d get to wear it on my wedding day.”

“Well, now you can.” He let go and drew back out of my hands, his expression shuttering. “Even if it’s not to me.”

“Why wouldn’t it be to you?” My heartrate inched toward the chandelier.

He ignored my question. Royce grabbed the box, dipped a hand inside, and gently lifted the necklace out. He unclasped it and stood, draping it down over my front. The cold line of diamonds kissed the sides of my neck and I held still as he fastened it. It was heavy, but it belonged. I hadn’t felt like something was missing until it was there, completing me.

His hand lingered at the nape of my neck, fingers trailing down the line of my spine. It gave me a delicious shiver.

“There’s a mirror,” he said softly.

It hung over the banquet, and I rose from my chair. He followed alongside, and when I gasped at the sight of the glittering necklace, his eyes filled with pride. I slipped a hand up to curl around the back of his neck, fisting his hair and pulled him into my urgent, grateful kiss.

Even though our lips were pressed together, he held himself back from me. The kiss was . . . reluctant. Guilty. Like he thought he had no right to accept it from me, when it should have been the other way around. He’d spent a fortune on this necklace, and if I wasn’t so desperate, I should have refused.

When he ended the kiss, the mood in the room shifted, and in the flickering candlelight, his hesitation made him look like a statue. “I need to remind you of the non-disclosure you’ve signed, because what we’re going to talk about can’t be repeated. Ever.”

He motioned to the chairs, all businesslike. I shook my head. “I think I’d prefer to stand.”

He looked pained all over again, a frown twisting the lips I’d just kissed. “Marist, please. This is hard for me, and if you could—”

“I know,” I interrupted. I gave him the most serious look I possessed so he would understand. “I already know.”

His eyes narrowed with distrust, disguising his worry. “What do you think you know?”

“You’re going to take my virginity in front of them.”

He flinched and went wooden.

Whatever was going on in his mind, I couldn’t read it. His expression was devoid of emotion. The longer he stood there, simply blinking at me like I was a ghost he couldn’t believe he was seeing, the more upset I became.

I’d held out hope that he would laugh and tell me I was being ridiculous. Or that he’d say he’d found a way out. He could forgo the archaic and insane tradition.

That hope died earlier when I came into this room. I sensed it in the air and tasted the hint of promised debauchery. Plus, it was foolish to expect any other outcome. He’d made it perfectly clear he was willing to do whatever was necessary to get what he wanted. He wasn’t going to give up a seat with the board to save me.

Royce looked like he wanted to ask a question, but he must have discovered the answer on his own. “Emily.”

He’d been wondering how I’d found out. “Yeah,” I said.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Betrayal colored his voice. It threw me off-kilter to see him look wounded. “For fuck’s sake, Marist. Do you have any idea what this has been like? I didn’t sleep at all last night. It’s been fucking tearing me apart.”

“Are you seriously upset with me for withholding information?” I scowled. “You don’t tell me anything.”

He jammed a hand into his hair, possibly to yank it out. “I couldn’t tell you, no matter how much I wanted to. And—fuck—I wanted to so badly.”

I sighed, not sure what to believe.

He took off and paced a few steps before coming to an abrupt stop. “Wait a minute. Why are you here?”

Had the champagne gone to his head and killed all his brain cells? “What do you mean, why am I here?”

“You know what’s going to happen, and you’re still . . .” He couldn’t seem to process it. His dubious gaze trapped mine. “You’re going through with it?”

I fought a losing battle to sound tough and unaffected. “I don’t understand it, but unless you tell me there’s another way, I came prepared to do what”—I struggled to find the words—“needs to be done.” I gripped the elbow of my other arm in awkward posture that Alice would probably scold if she saw. “We both need this to get what we want, right?”

His chest expanded with a deep breath, and his voice was quiet. “I was sure you were going to say no. That you’d walk away, and I’d never see you again. It’s why I wasn’t allowed to tell you until today.”

“Because what girl in her right mind would agree to this?” I said bitterly.

And then I was suddenly in his arms, his hot mouth fused to mine. He wasn’t holding anything back this time. His kiss was desperate and full of passion, and it stole all the air from my lungs.

“I’ll make it fast,” he murmured as he peppered more kisses to me. “It won’t count. We’ll do it for real when it’s just you and me. The real us. That will be our first time.”

I found it oddly comforting to think of it that way. I wasn’t losing my virginity while a bunch of other men watched—the fake version of myself would be.

“I need to know why it’s like this,” I said.

“I’ll tell you, but there’s something else.” He closed his eyes and pressed his forehead to mine. Since I was fitted tight against him, I could feel how fast his heart was pumping. “Each board member is going to—”

The sharp, jarring sound of knuckles banging on wood made us jolt. Someone was knocking on the door.

Royce’s thumbs brushed over my cheeks, hurriedly wiping away smudged mascara. “It’s going to be okay, no matter what. I’m right here. Close your eyes, and it will be just us.”

If his goal was to soothe me, it had the opposite effect. It sent my stomach plummeting to my toes. When the door behind us opened, Royce separated from me. The boy who’d been kissing me seconds ago faded into the hard, selfish persona like a reverse cocoon. He turned his cold focus to the men sweeping into the dark room.

It was a parade of tuxedos and faces I recognized, but also ones who caused a cold sweat to break out and cling to my skin. They filed in without a word, moving like it had been practiced. Four men to the left, three men to the right.

Macalister was the last to step through the doorway, and when he pulled closed the heavy door, the click of the lock reverberated through my body. There were nine sets of eyes looking at me, but Macalister’s glacial ones were the hardest to bear. My dress hid my shaking knees, but there was nothing to be done about my upper body. The dress was strapless, and he could see my trembling shoulders from where he stood.

In his refined tuxedo, he could have been a gorgeous advertisement for expensive watches or high-end liquor. But the one that fit best in my mind right now was he looked like a spy movie villain. The mastermind billionaire who could be charming, or sexy, or cruel depending on the scene.

His gaze worked over my dress, and satisfaction sizzled in his expression.

“I wasn’t finished explaining it to her,” Royce said. Irritation had him jamming his hands in his pockets. Had he done it to stop himself from balling them into fists?

Macalister’s attention slid momentarily to his son as he waved the comment off. “It’s fine. I’ll handle the rest.” He refocused on me. “Good evening, Marist. You look exquisite. Doesn’t she, gentlemen?”

There were nods and sounds of approval from the pack. As their leader approached, my pulse skyrocketed and roared at breakneck speed. To anyone else, his smile would appear benign, but it only set me more on edge.

I stood still as he sauntered a slow circle around me, inspecting my body like an expensive cut of meat.

“You can stop this and leave at any time.” His tone was firm. “It’s important you know that. You can choose not to go further or change your mind at any point. No one is making you stay.” He finished his circuit, stopping in front of me. “The decision is yours. So, tell me—who is in control?”

My throat threatened to close up, but I squeaked it out just in time. “I am.”

He was pleased I gave the answer he was looking for. “Exactly.”

His hand dipped into his tuxedo jacket, and a pen was extracted from his interior pocket. It was held out to me. I stared at it, unsure of what it meant. But it became clear when one of the board members placed a leather portfolio on the dining table.

“It’s not a contract,” Macalister said. “It’s a release, simply stating you’re here of your own volition.”

They wanted my consent in writing.

When my gaze flicked to Royce, Macalister took a step closer, pulling my focus back to look at him. “We’ll all be signing it.”

The black pen was trimmed in gold, and it glinted in the candlelight. When I took it, my fingers brushed his and gave me an unwelcomed sting of electricity. The room was charged with violent, sexual energy.

The black portfolio had been set on the table beside the giftbox and our forgotten glasses of champagne, and when I moved toward it, Royce attempted to clear them away. I grabbed my glass from him and took a huge gulp, watching him put the rest on the side table.

“Please, have a seat,” Mr. Lynch said. He’d been the one to carry the portfolio in, which made sense. He was the chief financial officer at HBHC and the man Macalister worked the closest with.

I smoothed a hand down the back of my dress, lowered into the chair, and opened the portfolio.

Paragraphs of text filled the top half of the page, followed by ten signature lines beneath. My name first, and the nine who would make up the board after we were done in this room.

It was nearly impossible to read and comprehend the document as the men towered over me, waiting. I read through it halfway, set down my champagne flute, and tried again from the beginning. Whenever I found myself rushing, the promise I’d made to Alice echoed in my mind.

Take as much time as you need. Don’t sign what you don’t understand.

Macalister shifted his weight impatiently from one foot to the other. “Is there an issue?”

He was wondering what was taking me so long. A contributing factor was how it was all there, spelled out. It said I’d willingly consent to the board witnessing Royce and I during sexual intercourse. That since I was on birth control and Royce had submitted to a physical proving he was free of any sexually transmitted diseases, there was no need for a condom to be used.

And that I agreed to this while not under any kind of duress.

It was true. No one was making me do this.

But if I walked away, I’d give up everything. There’d be no college degree from Etonsons. No chance to save my family from social and financial ruin. And definitely no Royce Hale.

I swallowed the lump in my throat, and the necklace bobbed with it. “Can you explain this line?” I read aloud from the document. “Each board member will have an equal opportunity to evaluate the participant.”

A cold hand slipped onto my bare shoulder. “You will be naked.”

I shuddered. Perhaps I should have been grateful for Macalister’s grip because it kept me from bolting out of the chair, but his touch was unexpected. So different than his son’s.

Like everything else about this day, I’d held out hope that what I suspected wouldn’t be true. I’d feared this but expected it, especially with the insisted grooming I’d had to endure at the salon.

My voice was a ghost, too quiet to disturb the flames burning on the candles nearby. “Why?”

The fingers clenched tighter. Not enough to cause pain, just enough to remind me they were there. “So they may evaluate you visually.”

“And other ways,” Royce commented.

My blood turned to slush as Macalister tensed. The mood in the room was like the stock market had suddenly plummeted six hundred points.

“What other ways?” I demanded.

He gave his son a pointed look, irritated Royce had spoiled the fun. “Each member may use their hands and mouths.”

Hands and . . . mouths?

I went wooden, and the word came out drenched in horror. “What?”

My gaze traveled the room, as much as it could with my shoulder pinned under Macalister’s hand. The men staring back at me watched my reaction with curiosity. I was resigned to my fate with Royce, but this? Letting the rest of the board touch me? Kiss me? Just the idea of Macalister’s mouth pressed to mine made panic crawl all over me.

As he released me, his fingertips traced a line along my back. “I know you have questions, but I think everyone will feel more comfortable once you’ve signed. I can explain when that’s done.”

“No,” I blurted out. “You can explain right now.”

He didn’t like being told what to do, and certainly not by me. “If I don’t?”

I closed the portfolio and went to stand, but this time, Macalister’s grip was more forceful. “This tradition goes back a century, and it’s one you already agreed to.”

I turned under his hold so I could see Royce. He stood beside his father, wearing an unreadable expression.

“You’re all right with this?” I was filled with disbelief.

He was already okay with his dad and boss watching us together, so maybe additional stuff wasn’t that big of a deal to him. Or maybe he’d had his whole life to get used to the concept.

Or perhaps this was a cost he was willing to pay to get the seat he wanted.

Candlelight flickered over him as Royce glanced at his father, and—was that malice echoing through his expression? His gaze landed back on me, and he emptied of emotion. “I’d rather my father not be involved.”

I let out a tight breath. Removing Macalister from this part might make it . . . bearable. I tried not to look fearful as I peered up at him. “I agree with Royce.”

Everything from his expression to his words were absolute. “I am the chairman of this board. It’s my responsibility to protect its members, and therefore, my vote counts more than anyone else’s.”

“All right.” I swallowed a breath. “Then make Royce your proxy.”

My attention was locked onto Macalister, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw Royce straighten with surprise.

“No,” Macalister said simply, as if overruling me were that easy. “I’m not relinquishing my vote.”

I saw everything in his eyes. As chairman, he felt this was his God-given right. I was owed to him. He was willing to pay five million dollars for my participation, and he wasn’t going to give up control. But had he forgotten what he’d told me?

“I won’t sign this unless you do.”

He leaned down and uttered it with condescension. “Then you’ll leave here with nothing.”

“If I walk out of here, we both lose. You’ll have to tell your guests that Royce’s promotion has been postponed.”

Macalister let go of me and stared down, evaluating to see if this were a bluff.

It wasn’t.

I’d put up with a lot, but this was my limit. Besides, the past month had shown me how important this was to him. He wouldn’t give up a hundred years of tradition and look like a fool, just because he’d been asked to step aside.

He needed me as much as I needed his money.

It was a gamble because it might piss him off, but I went in for the kill. “Who’s in control?”

A range of emotions flitted across his expression. Disbelief. Anger. Frustration. But the last one was harder to place. Begrudging respect?

He seethed as he said it. “You are.” He tacked the final word on, and I didn’t miss the danger that lurked in it. “Tonight.”

I wanted to look at Royce and see his reaction but didn’t dare risk it. Macalister was deep in thought, considering his next move.

Finally, he spoke. “If I do this, I’m not giving my vote to Royce for nothing.”

It terrified me to ask. What did I have to offer that was of any value to him? “What do you want?”

“You need to understand something. There are only two things in this world that are important to me. My family and my company.”

I understood that perfectly, although I’d argue he had them in the wrong order.

“It would reflect badly on all of us if Royce’s marriage were to fail.” He delivered the statement as merely an observation and not the implied threat it really was. “It’s best we figure that out before the vows, don’t you agree?”

I wasn’t going to like where he was heading. “Of course.”

“It will take at least a year to plan the wedding, and you’ll want to finish your degree beforehand.”

“Yes.”

“You’ll use that time to see how compatible you two are long-term.” The faintest of smiles curled on his lips. “We’ll make arrangements to have your things brought to the house. You’ll have your own room, of course.”

The shocked word tumbled from my mouth. “What?”

His tone was plain. “You’ll move in next week. It will give you more time with Royce and make you more accessible to Alice for the wedding planning. It’s a shorter commute to Etonsons.”

“No.” It was a knee-jerk reaction.

Macalister lifted an eyebrow. “When you’re married, you will live here. I don’t see the point in delaying it.”

It was difficult to decide which idea scared me the most. Being trapped under the same roof as him, or that I couldn’t figure out his true agenda. Was he asking for this just because he knew I wouldn’t want it? Or was it another way for him to have control of Royce and me?

“I’m not ready.” I needed to be home with my family to help with the finances, but moreover, I needed to have a place to escape the Hales. I couldn’t catch my breath, and the plea came out shallow. “Please, Macalister.”

It was the first time I’d ever addressed him by his name, and I tightened, unsure how he’d react. His eyes widened and his lips parted to draw in a deep breath. He was off-kilter for a single moment, before his handsome face hardened. “I want to be clear. Royce will act on my behalf, but I will still oversee the initiation. In exchange, you will live here. That’s my offer.”

Like last time I’d negotiated with him, neither of us seemed happy.

“Do you agree?” he asked.

Was I trading one brief encounter with him tonight, only to give him a lifetime of more?

I clumsily uncapped the pen, and it took more than one attempt to rest the cap on the other side of it. Even though this wasn’t a contract, and I could walk away after signing, there was a terrible finality to putting the ink on the paper. It was a stain that couldn’t be washed away.

I couldn’t stand not to look at Royce one more time.

He’d retreated so far inside himself I barely recognized the man I’d discovered hidden inside. There was only a flicker of him now, lurking in his eyes.

The flicker was just enough to make me scrawl my name on the line.

“Good. Royce?” Macalister prompted.

Royce took the pen from my hand and signed his name with a quick flourish. He dropped it with a thud and gently grasped my wrist, urging me to stand. He moved me out of the way so the other men could form a line, and each signed in their place on the document. As I stood there watching it, Royce’s warm hand remained curled around me. The connection between us was a closed circuit, and when he brushed his thumb softly over the inside of my wrist, electricity flowed freely between us.

Macalister was the last to sign. When he finished, he closed the portfolio, picked up my glass of champagne, and offered it to me. Yet, as his gaze etched over the necklace, seemingly mapping each diamond in the wreath, his expression darkened.

Royce released me, severing our connection, leaving me to step forward and take the flute of champagne from his father.

“Thank you,” I said automatically.

“No, I believe it’s us that need to thank you,” Macalister said. He looked like he was going to say something else, but a distracted frown crossed his face. “Your necklace is very nice, but it’s too much. Tonight is supposed to be about Royce, not you.”

From behind me, Royce’s irritated voice rang out. “It’s at least a little about her.”

His father didn’t appreciate the tone and delivered a stern look to his son. “Take it off.”

For a moment, no one moved. The Hale men were locked in a silent battle, but the fingertips at the clasp on the back of my neck announced Macalister had won this round. The weight of the necklace shifted, one end coming loose and skating down my front before being pulled away.

I felt naked and exposed already, and it was the only thing to come off so far.

Footsteps carried Royce away, leaving me alone to face his father and the group of men gathered around us in a half-circle while he put the necklace away in its box.

“The Hale family,” Macalister announced, “came here from Germany at the turn of the nineteenth century, back when our country was almost as young as you are. We’d been watchmakers, but Eduard Hale had a head for finance. He worked for years at different banking firms before starting his own, which eventually grew into the Hale Banking and Holding Company of today. I am the eighth Hale to head up the board.” He pushed back one side of his black jacket and slipped a hand in his pocket, relaxing just enough to look less scary. “Royce, or Vance, will be the ninth.”

I mentally tripped over the statement. It had always been a given to me that Royce would take control when his father retired, but then again . . . The brothers had received identical educations, and Macalister pushed both of his sons hard. He’d had no qualms pitting them against each other.

It added another layer to Royce’s situation. Even after joining the board, would he still be competing for that top spot? All the way until his father stepped down?

“The company’s history isn’t perfect,” Macalister continued. “After the Civil War, they’d pledged too much stock to back their loans. This was before the Federal Reserve existed. Being a student of economics, you might remember what happened in 1907.”

I wasn’t sure where he was going with this history lesson. “The Panic?”

Three weeks of turmoil had gripped America as people and companies made terrified runs to the banks to withdraw their money, and some were left with nothing.

Again, he was pleased with my answer. “The Stock Exchange plummeted. Banks weren’t just going out of business in New York, they were failing all over the country. Wall Street was in crisis. When my company’s loans were called, we nearly went bankrupt. But my great-great grandfather, Nelson Hale, was incredibly savvy. He consolidated investments, organized a merger between the railroads, and freed up enough capital to avert disaster.” There was admiration in his voice. “He is one of the great men credited with stabilizing the US economy.”

Macalister’s lips turned up in an ironic smile.

“It’s quite spectacular, all he accomplished,” he said, “especially considering he suffered a debilitating stroke the prior year and was completely incapacitated.”

“What?” I asked. “How—”

“His wife Alma, my great-great grandmother. With the help of the board, she saved the company. Nelson remained as the figurehead, but it was her pulling the strings while ensuring no one knew. For ten years she ruled in secret, and HBHC flourished. She made the board very wealthy, and they owed everything to her.” Something dark and sexual swirled in the room, so powerful, it seemed to make the candles flicker.

“In return,” he said quietly, “they showed her their appreciation in ways her husband no longer could.”

Oh, my God.

His icy eyes wandered down over my frame. “Marriage is a partnership, and we need to know what kind of woman you are, Marist. If you would be willing to step in and do what needs to be done to protect the Hale name, no matter how hard it was.” His inescapable gaze connected with mine. “Would you?”

I dragged air into my body. I wasn’t touching Royce, but I could feel him near, lingering behind me. “Yes,” I whispered.

This faint smile from Macalister was the most sinister of them all. “Then we ask that you prove it.” He nodded to Royce. “You’ll bind yourself not just to him, but to this board.”

There was a tug at my back, and my eyes widened. He was undoing the knots on my corset.

Holy. Fuck.

Macalister pulled the untouched glass of champagne from my grasp. I’d forgotten it existed, and as soon as my hands were empty, I pressed them to the front of my dress. My chest heaved, but the dress was a skeleton of boning and fabric, caging me in. I fluttered nakedly inside my prison, not ready to be released.

I held the dress as the laces at my back were loosened, my gaze fixed on Macalister, although I sensed the other men as well. I felt their heavy eyes scouring me, waiting with bated breath.

The back of my dress was undone by Royce’s sure hands, and with my flesh bared to only him, he took advantage. It was his favorite part of a woman, after all. His palms crept inside and slid over my skin just like he’d done in the library upstairs last year.

That night had been a century ago.

Neither of us should be those people right now. I was supposed to be the girl who could handle anything. But I came undone when Royce’s lips ghosted a kiss against my back.

“Be Medusa,” he whispered.

I sucked in a final breath, let go of my dress, and as it cascaded down my body, I unleashed my power, turning all the men into stone.


Chapter Fifteen


The red dress coasted down my legs until it was a heap of satin and tulle at my ankles. I wasn’t wearing a bra since the dress molded to my body and offered support. I stood before the board in nothing more that a pair of lace panties.

My mind was as motionless as the men looking at me.

Of course, it was Macalister who recovered first. His gaze washed down and hovered on my breasts. Invisible fingers slipped over me, tracing the curves of my exposed, sensitive flesh. His attention lingered on my nipples, teasing the distended tips with a featherlight touch.

It seemed to happen in slow motion. His hand extended to me in an offer. Or a demand. I was bashful and wanted to cover myself, but what was the point? I wasn’t done until they’d seen it all.

I stared at his hand, unsure.

“I can’t make him my proxy,” Macalister said, “until we’ve begun.”

Meaning the initiation hadn’t officially started.

I didn’t know how I had the strength, but I reached out and took Macalister’s cold hand. He used his hold to urge me to step free of the dress, but once I had, he didn’t release me. He squeezed my fingers and guided me to walk with him.

My breasts swayed with each inelegant step I took in the red bottomed heels Alice had dressed me in, and I held my body tight and careful. It was a sexual promenade to the far end of the enormous dining table with a court of hungry men in tuxedos trailing behind us. There was something darkly powerful about it. I was the queen, and their desire made them my subjects.

When we reached the head of the table, Macalister let go of me and pulled the large, ornate chair out of the way. More chairs scraped over the rug and hardwood as they were dragged away, making room for the board. Royce moved in, turning me so my back was to the men and he became all I could see. He smoothed his warm palms over my stomach, sliding them around my body until they came to rest on the small of my back. His eyes searched my face, desperate to make sure I was okay.

It was so much easier like this when he was all that existed. I pressed my body against his, flattening my breasts to his dress shirt. We couldn’t stay like this forever, though. He’d come to me with a purpose, and his fingers hesitantly inched toward the lace. It was the last scrap of fabric hiding me from everyone else.

It had to be quite the image. I was nearly naked in his arms, while the men gathered around the table. Once again, four on one side and three on the other, the Hales and I at the end. It tasted like pennies in my mouth, which I found ironic until I realized I’d bitten the inside of my cheek so hard I’d drawn blood.

The question was loud in Royce’s expression. He needed to know if I could keep going. I gave the subtlest of nods and closed my eyes.

Down, he pulled the lace, dragging it over my thighs and trembling knees. My breath went so shallow I was barely taking air into my body, and I swayed, a reed in the wind. One strong gust and I’d break.

The quick, uneven breath and shuffle of feet was the only thing I could hear when he bent, and my underwear dropped all the way to my ankles. Then Royce straightened, and his voice went nearly silent, like he didn’t want to disturb me or the quiet in the room.

“Have a seat.”

I had to open my eyes to do it. I put my hands down beside me on the tabletop at my back, and my bare skin squealed as I got up, sliding until my knees were at the edge, my feet dangling over the side. I pinched my legs together and my shoulders were tight to my ears. Tension twisted so hard inside me it made my chest hurt.

This command came from Macalister instead of his son. “Lie back.”

Oh, God.

Trepidation was strong, but so was relief. It wouldn’t be long now, and the sooner we started, the sooner it would be over. I’d waited so fucking long, the darkest part inside of me no longer cared how it happened. I was eager for Royce to make me his.

The table was a hard slab of concrete against my heated skin. My shoes and panties were removed, and I curled my awkward hands in fists, resting them tensely over my stomach. I couldn’t really see the Hales at the end of the table, but the other men? They stood shoulder to shoulder at the sides of the table, their curious and thirsty gazes exploring the naked landscape before them.

“Are you comfortable?” Macalister’s tone was pleasant and off-putting.

“Yeah,” I said, punctuated by a nervous, sarcastic laugh. Being naked was beyond disorienting. “This is great.”

Although I couldn’t see him without lifting my head, I felt Royce stiffen at my flippant tone. I wished I could take it back. If the board found me disrespectful, would I lose their approval? I pressed my lips together to keep anything else unfiltered from coming out.

Rather than look upset, Macalister appeared understanding and turned to his son. “There’s a pillow in the cabinet with the hourglass.”

Right, I wanted to say. A pillow was going to make all the difference. I stared up at the chandelier, ignoring the eyes leering down at me. I’d never really been naked in front of the opposite sex. Royce had seen all of my body, but not at one time, and now there were nine men seeing me at once.

Try to enjoy it, Alice had said.

Had she done this? Lain right here on this same spot while Macalister fucked her? Had she been special enough to warrant a pillow? I wanted to giggle inappropriately. My emotions were all over the place.

My eyelids fluttered closed as I drew in a deep breath through my nose and pushed it out slowly through my mouth, hoping to center myself. A cabinet opened and clicked closed, followed by rustling. Then fabric, covering a male form, leaned into me.

“Marist,” Royce whispered.

There was a gold throw pillow in his hands, and when I lifted my head to look at him, he slipped it beneath me. It was marginally better because it kept the pins in my hair from digging into my scalp, but it was also so much worse. It made it so I would be able to view all the men surrounding me more clearly.

Especially Macalister Hale, who stared at me shamelessly with lust burning in his eyes. I flinched from the heat of it, and my mouth went bone dry. I ripped my gaze away from him and refocused on Royce. I didn’t know what the rules were. I wasn’t sure if it was allowed, but I did it anyway. He was within striking distance, so I reached up and threaded a hand through the back of his soft hair.

This was a merger, but it didn’t have to lack emotion or passion. I was supposed to be in control, and I decided to flex my power.

He didn’t resist as I pulled up to meet his mouth with mine. His lips parted and welcomed my tongue when it slid inside, seeking out his. But he leashed his kiss. Everything was guarded about it, yet I still tasted the molten desire beneath. Or at least I wanted to badly enough, I convinced myself I did.

It was just us for a moment.

Hurried breaths, lips moving against lips, and my soft sigh.

And then Macalister cleared his throat, making Royce slip from my grasp.

A chill rippled over me as his heat evaporated, and when he moved back from the table, he knocked over something on the floor.

Mr. Shaunessy caught his elbow to prevent him from falling. “Careful.”

Royce nodded. He bent and picked the item up, holding it where I could see. An hourglass. The two kissing bulbs of glass were encased in four bars of dark wood, and it was hard to tell the exact shade in the dim lighting, but the sand inside was a deep red.

Without explanation, fear gripped me just as Royce gripped the bars to hold the hourglass in front of him. Perhaps it was because the timing sand was the same color as blood and I hated the sight of it, but I knew better. It was deeper than that. I sensed this had been brought out for dark, ritualistic purpose.

“I’m reminding you again,” Macalister’s voice slashed deeper into my anxiety, “you are here because you’ve chosen to be. If you want to stop, you only have to say so. Agreed?”

My teeth were chattering, but not from the cold. “Yes, sir.”

Only a hint of a smile ghosted across his lips, but it felt more real than any other smile he’d given me. He looked at his men who surrounded the table and nodded. It was a clear signal. Let’s begin.

Hands reached out to hold me, and I gasped. Shock flooded every muscle in me, and as I instinctively tried to pull away, it drove me toward the hands on the other side of the table. My wrists were circled, and my arms gently pulled away from my body. Palms closed around my shoulders, my waist, my thighs.

None of it was rough or forceful or aggressive, but regardless, I was pinned naked to the table by seven sets of hands, and they all belonged to strangers. My eyes went enormously wide and breath seized in my lungs.

I was trapped, but I’d also been handed the key. I could set myself free at any time; all I had to do was utter a single word. I quit fighting against my restraints and tried awkwardly to adjust to my new captivity.

Was this how it was going to happen? The board would hold me down as Royce took my virginity? Was this some Handmaid’s Tale shit? It was fucked up, but even worse . . . a tiny thrill sliced through me. It cracked open just enough room for unwanted pleasure to have me squeezing my knees tight together.

This sordid rite was like something straight out of the mythology books I found so compelling. I was a virgin sacrifice on Mount Olympus, and the men surrounding me believed they were gods.

I stared at Royce over my heaving chest. He wasn’t looking at me, although I didn’t get the sense it was out of shame for himself or respect for me. His attention was set on Zeus, waiting impatiently for his next command from the chairman. Or perhaps the moment his father’s power would be handed to him.

The chair that had been moved out of the way was dragged back into place at the head of the table, and Macalister gestured toward it. “This is my seat,” he said to Royce, his tone full of resentment. “But tonight, it will be yours.”

Royce passed the hourglass to his father. When he unbuttoned his coat and lowered to sit on the throne, my heart beat so violently I grew lightheaded. He was right there in front of me. My feet dangled between his spread knees.

“You’re committing yourself to this board,” Macalister said. “By putting the company before yourself, you’re giving us a tremendous gift, Marist.” I shuddered when he said my name. “One which we have immense gratitude for.”

Mr. Lynch and Mr. Scoffield each had a palm on the top of my thighs, but when Royce’s hands closed on my knees and urged them apart, those palms slid inward.

Nervous excitement made me tremble.

I lifted my head, staring down as the men spread me open and bared my nakedness to Royce, and a horrific thought flooded my mind. This was supposed to be Macalister’s seat. If I hadn’t negotiated, he would be the man before me.

My feet were guided and set on the armrests of the chair, and then the two men flanking it locked both of my knees under their arms.

“What are . . .” I gasped, swallowing a gulp of air and choking on it.

The low light in the room heightened the shadows, and as they flickered over Macalister’s face, he looked wicked. “Each board member will have one minute to show you his appreciation and prepare you for your partnership with Royce.”

I couldn’t hold onto my thoughts enough to process what he was saying. I ran after them, but they slipped through my fingers, nothing more than wisps of air. It left me disoriented and confused. Prepare me?

“As chairman, I would go first.” Envy coated Macalister’s voice.

Royce’s warm hands skated along the insides of my thighs, creeping upward. Goosebumps lifted on my skin in the aftermath of his touch. He leaned forward, closing in as his hands glided all the way to the most feminine part of me.

“And the chairman also goes last,” he whispered.

When his thumbs peeled me open, I gasped at his touch. I stopped breathing altogether when his head dipped down, and he delivered his shockingly intimate kiss.


Chapter Sixteen


My heart ground to a halt. A cry erupted from my chest, and I lurched against the hands holding me still. Beyond Royce’s shoulder, Macalister turned over the hourglass in his hands, and the sand began to fall.

Royce’s lips were all I could feel at first, but then something soft and wet brushed over me, and it could only be his tongue.

Fucking Mother of God.

My head thudded back against the pillow and I slammed my eyes shut, too stunned to do anything other than endure. His palms were on the insides of my legs, and as his tongue glided over my bare skin, he pressed me further open.

A year ago, I’d stood in the upstairs hallway and wondered what it would feel like to have a man’s mouth on me. Well, now I knew. It was a strange, wonderful sensation. I ordered myself not to like it, but no amount of convincing would make my body believe. The tongue on my center probed and fluttered, and heat washed along my legs. It traveled through me, tightened my nipples, and set my face on fire.

Royce Hale was going down on me while all the gods watched.

Was this really happening? My head snapped up and I opened my eyes, staring in disbelief. There he was in his black tuxedo jacket and white shirt sleeves peeking out at his wrists, adorned with silver cufflinks. His blue eyes trapped mine as his lips parted. The tip of his tongue stroked slowly over my sensitive clit in one long . . .

Indecent . . .

Lick.

A moan swelled out of me.

Thankfully, Macalister’s gaze wasn’t on us. It was focused on the top half of the hourglass, and it allowed my attention to swing back to the man pleasuring me with his mouth.

And there was pleasure, no doubt about it. Royce’s tongue whipped at me and made me squirm. I wanted to split down the middle. Give the sensible part of myself an escape, and the wrong, depraved part a safe place to stay and enjoy. Not just what he was doing, but the way the men watched.

He fucked me with his mouth while the board held on to me, and I heaved air into my body, fighting the swell of satisfaction that was brewing in my center. The hands gripping me were a lie for my benefit. It made me feel like I had no choice.

Yet I made the decision repeatedly to stay with each flick of Royce’s tongue.

“Time,” Macalister announced.

Royce sat back in his chair and used a hand to wipe his mouth. The action was almost as sexual as what he’d just done and caused a shiver to glance through my shoulders. His expression was corrupt, as was the thought his devilish eyes hinted at.

I’ll be back.

When he stood, the hands on me moved, along with the grip on my legs. As if I were lying on top of a giant clock, the men rotated clockwise, each moving into the next man’s spot. It meant Royce was now holding my right leg . . .

And Mr. Lynch was seated in the chair.

Panic locked me in place far more than the hands on me, but then—the hands weren’t confining me. They moved, gently stroking against my skin. I reeled around, gazing from one man to another, stunned at the expressions I found. It wasn’t lust, but reverence. Adoration. Like these men truly believed I was giving them a gift, and they were grateful.

Macalister flipped the hourglass, and the bottom bulb rapidly filled with a pile of red.

Mr. Lynch set his hands on my thighs and leaned in. His hot breath rolled over my damp skin just before his mouth replaced it. I jerked at the sudden contact, and all thought emptied from my brain.

I stared at Royce, and he gazed back with his unflinching eyes, the ones that saw all the way through me. I didn’t want him to watch as another man went down on me, and he didn’t seem to want that either. So, we held each other’s gazes and pretended it was just us.

But after the blinding shock faded enough that I could think again, it was much easier to convince my body I didn’t like what Mr. Lynch was doing. The man’s lips sealed around me and sucked so hard his cheeks hollowed out. I clenched my teeth and tried to shift away from the uncomfortable suction.

“Stop.”

It wasn’t clear who Macalister’s order was for, but he’d twisted the hourglass onto its side, cutting off the flow of sand and stopping the timer. Mr. Lynch paused.

“Do you not like what he’s doing?” Macalister asked me.

“Uh . . .” I blinked. Once again, inappropriate laughter threatened. Was I supposed to like any of this? An evil voice whispered in my head that I already did.

“Who is in control?” he demanded.

I didn’t believe the answer until I gave it. “I am.”

“You’re an equal. Your opinion matters, but only if you express it.”

I licked my dry lips and struggled to catch my breath. If I was an equal, why were my wrists pinned to the tabletop? I wanted to ask the question but thought better of it. If the men let go of me, I’d have no excuse about why I stayed and let this happen, accept that I wanted Royce.

Also, I didn’t feel restrained. The board members’ hands rested on me, but it was more about connection versus dominance. This tradition was supposed to bind us all together. I wondered though . . . was this initiation for Royce, or for me? Both of us?

Macalister was waiting for me to prove I would speak up.

“It’s just, um,” I stammered, “a little rough.”

“Oh.” Mr. Lynch straightened, and embarrassment darted in his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

When he nodded, the hourglass was righted, and Mr. Lynch’s mouth returned to me. I bit my bottom lip as his tongue spun circles. It caressed and massaged, and all the heat that had dissipated when he’d sat down began anew.

“Time,” Macalister said.

I exhaled a long breath. I’d only endured two of the nine minutes and I was already fracturing. How was I going to last until the end?

Mr. Scoffield didn’t take a seat. He stood at the edge of the table, and when his time started, he placed his hands on my hips and dragged them upward. His thumbs splayed out while he caressed me. His touch was sensual . . . until his palms inched to my breasts and his gold wedding band caught the light.

I forced myself not to think about it. I had enough shit to deal with right now. I wasn’t going to feel guilty about his decision to cheat on his wife. Those were his actions, which he could stop at any time. Plus, how likely was it any of these men were faithful to their wives? Money and power could corrupt anyone.

I was fucking proof of that, wasn’t I?

My eyes drifted closed as he trailed fingertips over the curves of my breasts. I pictured Royce touching me this way. It was his fingers circling my nipple. It was his greedy mouth sucking at me and creating a knot of need deep between my legs.

“Time.”

It became a chant that I both dreaded and looked forward to. Each utterance of the word brought a new man before me, but one step closer to being done and Royce’s return.

As Macalister had said, they used their hands and mouths. I’d just been too naïve to understand at the time. Tongues teased. Fingers touched and stroked and squeezed. Their kisses never reached my mouth, but their lips and caresses always had the goal of pleasing me.

I knew their names and faces. Alice had given me backstories and details on each member, but sex hazed the room now. It descended on the table like a fog, making it impossible to distinguish one male from another. I hid behind closed eyelids most of the time anyway.

Close your eyes and it will be just us.

It became dangerous as the process wore on. My body could only be primed and left hanging so many times before it threatened revolt. The pleasure had left me trembling and breathless more than once, but I clamped down. Soon after this had started, I’d come to a decision. Seven other men could fuck me with their mouths and their hands, but Royce would be the only man who’d bring me to orgasm. So much of me was being shared, I’d do my best to keep that intimate experience between us.

He hadn’t asked me to wait for him specifically on this, but I would.

Mr. Shaunessy was the last board member to go before the cycle of men was over. He sat in the chair and brushed the pad of his thumb over my swollen clit before sliding it all the way inside me. I arched up at the intrusion, and when the other men gently nudged me back onto the table, Mr. Shaunessy set his lips where his thumb had just been.

His tongue flickered while his thumb thrust. Slow at first, then speeding along and the two working together felt . . .

Good.

Really, really good.

“Oh, fuck,” I whispered. I’d tried to hold it back, but I was breaking down.

There were appreciative, encouraging chuckles from the board. “I think she likes that,” one of them said.

Shit, I did.

Instead of imagining Royce, now I pictured Mr. Shaunessy’s son, Richard. I used the humiliating memory to combat what was happening and control myself. The mental cold shower seemed to work, because—

“Time.” There was relief in Royce’s voice. Instead of watching me, he’d been fixated on the hourglass, beating his father to the announcement. Perhaps he’d silently pleaded for the sand to fall faster.

I sighed with contentment as Royce settled into the chair and surveyed the scene. He marveled at me, the sweaty, panting, and naked girl on the table in front of him. I was all for him now. Even without looking behind him, he sensed the turn of the hourglass. His gaze caressed across my body until it focused where he was most interested, and one of his long fingers pushed inside.

He pumped it leisurely, once . . . twice. The chair creaked as he shifted forward, and his mouth sought the bundle of nerves at the top of my slit that throbbed and ached. He found me hot and wet, and as his tongue cartwheeled across my sensitive skin, I groaned my approval through clenched teeth.

The candles in the candelabra in the alcove had become dripping, melting messes, and I could relate. Fire seared across my nerves from the insistent mouth lapping at me, and the finger that slid along, growing slicker with each pass. I was a melting, dripping mess too.

His tempo built, as did the urgency inside me.

I felt the sand cascade through the hourglass and pool at the bottom. Every single grain was one less fraction of a second that I’d have like this. As the pressure rose, so did the satisfaction Royce created.

Fuck, it felt good. His finger plunged deep and the tip of his tongue teased endlessly. My heart’s frantic rhythm matched his pace. I squirmed against the table, wanting to move, needing him just a fraction of an inch higher.

I moaned loudly.

The sound was drenched with desire, and some of the men shifted. A few were aroused, their tuxedo pants bulging. It was fucked up and yet flattering. I, a nobody, was suddenly powerful enough to have this effect on them. Everyone was looking at me, not just Royce. I’d never liked it before, but this wasn’t me. Right now, I was the rebranded Marist Northcott, soon to be the Hale edition.

I shuddered as his tongue massaged my clit, working to coax the orgasm from me, and the pleasure in my center ramped up. Tingling crept over my legs, signaling my climax. It bared down on me, faster and faster—

“Time,” Macalister said.

The hand moving inside me froze.

“No,” I gasped. “I’m so close.” The words stumbled from my lips. “Please, Royce.”

That was all he needed to hear. A second finger pushed in to join the first, and it was a lot, but my body was ready for it. His urgent thrusts made me shake. I was vibrating against the table, writhing against his mouth, struggling in the hands holding onto me.

But he took it a step further. The hand he wasn’t using to fuck me crawled the length of my body. The wool of his coat sleeve grazed over my stomach as his fingers closed, grabbing a handful of my breast. He thumbed my nipple, brushing back and forth.

“That’s it, Marist. Yes.” He paused his tongue just long enough to issue the order. “Give it to me.”

The prince had wanted me all to himself, and I gave it willingly.

Bliss exploded in my core, firing outward and racing across my body. My cry pealed in the candlelight, announcing what was happening, and the contractions that wracked me from head to toe showed them.

There was no mistaking the pleasure gripping me more intensely than Royce’s hold on my breast. The board members murmured encouragement and praise, but I couldn’t discern it over the buzzing in my ears.

The orgasm lasted longer than any I’d ever had. It seemed to go on forever.

As the satisfaction crested and began to fade, I collapsed back onto the table, my shoulders slapping against the wood. I drew huge swallows in while Royce rose deliberately from his throne and cast his gaze down on me.

My stomach clenched as he slipped the fingers he’d used to fuck me with into his mouth, closed his lips, and sucked my taste from them. He watched me the whole time he did it, his eyes flaring with unsated desire.

Jesus.

It looked like he’d wasn’t quite done enjoying me and his carnal eyes made promises. Next time, he’d have me exactly the way he wanted, and without a time limit. He’d warned me in the back seat of my Porsche that once he got inside me, he might never leave, and I knew we were about to find out if it was true.


Chapter Seventeen


Royce’s hurried fingers went to the black silk tied at his neck. He stared at me with the same hungry desire he shown in the department store mirror, only this was magnified a thousand percent.

I wanted him to hurry but didn’t need to say it out loud. He could tell. He practically ripped the silk tie off, jerking it through his collar before hurling it at the chair. Next came the jacket. He shrugged out of it, revealing black braces beneath, and tossed it in the general direction of his discarded bowtie. When it missed, one of the board members released me, moved to pick it up, and hung it neatly on the chair back.

Royce peeled off one suspender and then the other, and all his urgency fed into his stare. His deadly serious gaze pressed down on me, ensnaring me far more than the men surrounding me.

He moved with methodical precision to undo the line of black buttons down the front of his pleated white tuxedo shirt, untucking it from his pants as he went. I got flashes of his strong chest and trim waist as it opened, but then his fingers were at the button at his waistband, working to undo it, and my nerves took over.

It was almost laughable I was still nervous, given what I’d just been through, but I couldn’t control it. My heart beat out a skittering song as he tore down his zipper.

He abandoned his undone pants for a moment and scooped his hands under my thighs, dragging my body right to the edge of the table and forcing the men around us to adjust their grip.

There was electricity between us, strong and powerful. Did he feel it too? His crystal-clear eyes trapped mine, and my heart swelled. Oh, yes. He was right there with me.

He hooked his thumbs into the band of his underwear and bent slightly, dragging them and his pants down until they were stretched across his thighs, halfway down his legs. His dick was hard and ready, and now that it was in view, the realness of what was about to happen seized me.

If I could have picked any other way for my first time, I would have. But as I stared at his handsome face, his eyes struggling between guilt and lust, I felt confident I wouldn’t have picked anyone else to be with.

All the men seemed to be holding their breath. The room had gone so quiet and still, it felt like Royce and I were alone.

He leaned over and put a hand flat on the table beside my head, bringing him so he was only inches from my lips. Our warm, bare stomachs pressed together and—shit—that felt nice. His questioning gaze explored my face. It searched my eyes, caressed forehead, and landed on my lips. He studied them like he expected secrets to spill from them at any moment.

“Are you sure?” he whispered.

I inhaled a deep, preparing breath.

And nodded.

He kept his hand beside my head but straightened, rising up on it. The guilt that had colored his expression was pushed out of the way and determination took over. His other hand slipped between our bodies, and the naked tip of his cock brushed over me.

It was a velvety stroke through my wetness, but it had me clenching so tight, my fingernails dug into my palms. If I opened my hands right now, there’d be little half-moon indentations there.

“Relax,” Macalister urged.

I jerked at the intrusion of his voice. He’d moved to stand at the side of the table, probably so he could have a better view.

I focused on the only man I wanted to be with. Royce’s chest lifted and fell with his uneven breaths, and it was so sexy. He looked classically beautiful, the way Hermes was often depicted in marble statues.

The second time he teased himself over me, I didn’t flinch. I held perfectly still as the head of his dick found my entrance and began to push inside.

My eyes widened, and I sucked in a breath through tight teeth. I was soaking wet, but no amount of preparation could truly make me ready. The stretch grew more uncomfortable the further he went. Deeper he invaded, not stopping, and my body did not want to surrender to him.

His steady, slow press into me was too much. I was too full.

It ached between my legs. It wasn’t a sharp pain, but a throb of discomfort. My back bowed off of the wood, and I groaned. My face contorted with displeasure. I wanted to flee, but the men were there, and the words wouldn’t come from my tongue. My mind held them back, forcing me to just wait.

Wait for me.

Royce’s lips parted on a soft, pleasure filled sigh. His head dropped for a moment, as if regrouping, and his gaze found mine again. His intense stare centered me so the cautious withdraw of his body from mine was . . . different. Not unpleasant. I softened back into the table.

When he finished his retreat, he started his next advance. Still gentle, but this time, quicker. The stretch of him sliding into me was less uncomfortable.

“Okay?” he asked, hushed.

“Yeah,” I whispered back.

Tension had made his shoulders tight, but they relaxed a degree on my answer. The fullness of him moving inside me remained, but as he eased his hips into me, the ache dulled. It faded enough until it was merely noticeable.

As I became more pliable beneath him, Royce hesitantly loosened the restraint he’d put on himself. His movements became thrusts. They turned harder and went deeper.

The arm he’d been supporting himself with moved. His hand cupped my shoulder and slid up the curve of my neck, drawing goosebumps. I stretched as best I could into his touch, even as he continued to carve a path. His palm cradled the side of my face, tilting my head back and his thumb swept over my lips, where I pulled in ragged breaths.

As his thrusts increased, the atmosphere in the room rapidly degraded from composed and collected to frenzied and desperate.

He bent down, looming over me so his lips hovered just over my uplifted chin, teasing a kiss with his hot breath. His restless hand kept moving. He dragged it down until it rested on my throat, holding me back from receiving the kiss I wanted.

Maybe it wasn’t allowed.

Or perhaps he didn’t want anyone else to witness it.

Our choked breaths and the sound of skin slapping against skin filled the room. He fucked me hard enough the table creaked and groaned in protest.

“You feel so . . . fucking . . . good.”

Royce’s comment set my face on fire and satisfaction clenched deep inside me. I moaned, long and loud, and something inside him seemed to break. He snapped upright, his palm sliding to the center of my chest, his fingers splayed between my breasts.

He’d told me he would make it quick, and I sensed that was now his goal. This version of him was raw and basic. He became a man fucking for his pleasure, a slave to satisfying his own instinctive, primal urge.

His furious tempo gave me a hint of what was in store for me later, and I liked it. I wasn’t going to follow him over the edge, but this? Watching and listening to him? It was deeply satisfying.

I’d never seen him come before, and he did not disappoint.

As his eyes slammed shut and his face contorted with pleasure, his movements went jerky and erratic. A great, satisfied groan burst from him. His fingers on my chest curled in, raking across my skin. And inside my body, there were rhythmic pulses, filling me with heat.

He gasped for air and stilled, letting the orgasm pass on long, labored breaths.

The board members’ hands released me and drew away, leaving only Royce touching me. His palm was on my chest and there was still the connection of our bodies, and I sighed in contentment, happy for it to be just us.

He lingered longer than he probably should have because Macalister strolled to the chair and plucked the coat off of it. The heat of Royce was gone as he retreated and hurried to pull up his pants. He took the offered coat from his father, opened it, and laid it over my body. He covered me, and his action was almost tender.

The silk lining felt decadent against my sensitized skin.

“Congratulations.” It wasn’t clear for whom Macalister meant it. He adjusted the way his tuxedo sat on his shoulders, tugging at the cuffs of his sleeves. “We’ll leave you two to get sorted. Don’t keep your guests waiting too long. I’m sure most have already arrived, and I’d like to make our entrance soon.”

Dismissed, the board shuffled toward the door, some of them adjusting their dicks in their pants as they filed past the table. Macalister was the last to go, waiting for something.

It was privacy. He cast a harsh look at his son. “Jesus, Royce.” His tone was scathing. “Next time try to last longer than a minute. She’s supposed to enjoy it, but not if you don’t give her a chance.”

A muscle flexed along Royce’s jaw and he bit the word out. “Noted.”

Macalister released a frustrated sigh, and although I kept my focus squarely on Royce, I felt his father’s gaze stroke over me before he turned and went.

The click of the door closing flipped the switch on Royce, activating the other side of him. He launched over me, his hands cradling my head. “Are you all right?”

I opened my mouth, but the words lodged in my throat. His semen was dripping out of me between my legs, and the sensation was weird.

“Marist.” Worry turned his eyes a stormy blue. “Fuck, please say something.”

My voice was almost silent. “I don’t want to live here.”

He sighed with relief and dropped his head into the crook of my neck. “You are amazing. You know that? Ever since you made the deal, I’ve fucking tried to get us out of this. Every day, I tried. I even went to the board, but they wouldn’t vote against my father.”

I was verging on overload and tears stung my eyes.

“I’m so sorry,” he murmured. “I should have said no. At the very least, I should have told you.”

That was true. However, Macalister had said I was an equal and my opinion mattered, but only if I expressed it. And I couldn’t deal with anything right now. The shock was still in my system, numbing me from processing it. I only knew what I needed right this second.

“Would you just shut up?” I pleaded. “And fucking kiss me?”

Surprise rippled through him and was gone in a flash. He crushed his lips to mine, and his kiss was all-consuming. I was grateful not to be standing when he gave it to me because I went softer than the melted wax puddling on the drip catchers of the candelabras.

He pulled his coat away, not wanting anything between us. His bare chest was tacky with sweat like mine, and I enjoyed how our skin clung to each other. Like every part of me wanted to be connected to him. He planted kisses against my lips and dipped his tongue into my mouth, coaxing me to slide mine against his. It was exactly the kind of kiss I’d craved when he’d first pushed inside my body.

Better late than never.

The kiss ended slowly and reluctantly. We both wanted more, but knew time was running out.

“You didn’t answer me,” he said softly, pulling me up in his arms until I was sitting. “Are you okay?”

I honestly didn’t know. My emotions were on lockdown, so nothing was getting in or out. “I think so.” I climbed to stand on my unsteady legs. “What about you?”

“Me?” He considered it with a dubious expression. “I’m sure it’s nothing a few decades of very expensive therapy can’t fix.”

I wanted to laugh, except I didn’t find it particularly funny.

He grabbed his coat and dug around in the interior pocket, producing a stack of tissues. My breath clung, sticky in my throat, as he gently wiped one between my legs, cleaning up the mess. It was oddly caring, yet sexual at the same time.

He disposed of the tissues as I stood naked next to the table, one hand on it to support myself. When he came back to me, he picked up my underwear and attempted to help me put it on, but I shooed his hands away. It’d be faster if I did it. We dressed ourselves quickly and quietly, him buttoning and redoing his bowtie and me pulling the heavy dress back on.

“I need your help,” I said softly, turning to show him the unlaced dress.

“Of course.”

The act of him lacing the corset? It was infinitely more sensual and intimate than when he’d helped me take it off. His knuckles brushed over my back, and I suspected most of the time it was intentional. Which was silly.

“I’m yours, Royce,” I whispered. “You can touch me whenever you’d like.”

He set his hands on me, halfway between my shoulders and my neck, and eased me back against him. His solid chest at my back was comforting, and he used his hands to angle my head to the side. It made room for him to drop his head and nuzzle a kiss into the side of my neck.

It must have given him a reminder. He stepped away and went to the black box on the buffet table, retrieving my great-grandmother’s necklace. Or, my necklace now.

I shook my head. “Your father said it was too much.”

“I say it’s not.” He gave me a knowing look. “Which one of us would you like to disappoint?”

Oh. I smiled in understanding. Like the cat his father hated, this necklace was a small act of defiance, and I wholeheartedly approved.

*     *     *

Rather than go out into the entryway like the board had done, Royce unlocked the door leading to the enormous kitchen and ushered me through. It was bustling with the catering crew who ignored us. Alice had been lying in wait. She ambushed us, grabbed my wrist, and tugged me toward her while firing a glare at Royce.

“Leave us,” she said to him without a hint of warmth.

Her curt tone surprised us both, but he nodded. “I’ll be in the hall when you’re ready,” he said.

We watched him go, and then she focused in on me. “I needed to see if you’re all right,” she said softly. “I mean, to make sure everything is okay,” she drew the words out, “with your hair and makeup.”

My gaze dropped down to her hand still clinging to my wrist, and I understood the subtext. She was concerned about me. Her clipped tone to Royce was her being protective.

I gave her the best smile I could manage. “Yes. I think I’m okay.”

“Good.” She looked relieved, but her grip on my wrist tightened. “It’s over now. You don’t talk about what happened, not with me or anyone else. It stays in that room. You understand. Some people might find it . . . upsetting.”

I would think so. Like, maybe the board member’s wives. How was she okay with this? I wanted to ask her a million questions. And I wanted to tell her how her husband hadn’t participated in the initiation, but I couldn’t.

“I understand,” I said.

“Good.” She released me and scrutinized my face. It was impossible to tell if she was checking my mental state, or if my makeup needed a touch-up. Her voice went low. “The last thing I’ll say is no one was waiting for me in the kitchen afterward, and I did not handle it as well as you seem to be.”

“Oh.” My heart ached for her.

“When the time comes, I hope you’ll be there for whichever girl Vance chooses.”

I went still. Several thoughts ran through my head, and the selfish one was the loudest. Royce was a board member now. Would he be one of the men to ‘show his gratitude’ to the next woman the board wanted to approve?

I couldn’t think about it. One ordeal at a time, and right now I was facing down a party with a guest list of five hundred people, most of whom I’d have to talk to. The next five hours or so I’d have to pretend to be someone I wasn’t, and that was going to take all my remaining energy.

Alice seemed satisfied when I nodded, but then she gave me a final discerning look, her gaze trailing over my necklace. “Luc is in the hall. Go see him about fixing your lipstick.”

*     *     *

Royce clasped my hand in his as we assembled with the rest of the Hales in the sun room at the back of the house, waiting to make our announced entrance. Macalister’s gaze landed on the diamonds draped around my neck and his lips went thin, but he said nothing. I squeezed tighter beside Royce, our joined hands buried in the folds of my skirt.

Vance didn’t have a date. When he got the nod from the event coordinator perched at the door, he flashed a carefree smile and went out. We heard the announcement and the smattering of applause, like he’d done something worthy of it rather than simply being born.

Alice took Macalister’s arm and lined up in front of us, but not before glancing over her shoulder at me. “Remember to smile with your eyes, Marist.”

I let out a tight breath when they stepped out onto the stone balcony and headed for the party, which was already fifteen minutes into the cocktail hour.

Royce squeezed my hand. “When we get out there, we’ll do a round and then you can go find your family.” His smile was sort of sweet. “Don’t run off on me or anything, but if you need some time to get away, I get it. I have to mingle with some old board members, and you probably don’t want to be around for that.”

“No,” I said.

“Have you been in the maze?”

I stumbled at his question. “The hedge maze? Not in years.”

“It’s closed tonight because alcohol and disorienting mazes aren’t a great combination. But,” his tone turned smooth, “since I have special privileges tonight, you’ll meet me at the fountain in the center in forty-five minutes.”

My chest tightened, and a flush raced through my body. He’d acted like he was issuing an order, but it was absolutely a request, and one he was hoping I’d agree to.

“All right.”

His smile was devious and sexy as hell.

But the excitement in me died as the event coordinator waved us through the door.

“Ready?” Royce asked.

“Nope.” But out we went.

Attached to the back of the Hale house was an enormous stone balcony, and steps led down to the gardens where tables had been set up on the grass lawn. Strings of globe lights hung overhead, an artificial glowing spider’s web.

We strolled across the balcony, moving as quickly as my dress and heels would allow, and when we reached the top of the stairs, Royce pulled me to a stop. I looked down at the kingdom before us while my heart raced in my chest. There were a million faces staring up at us, all dressed to the nines and glasses of champagne in their hands. It wasn’t just the cream of the crop of Cape Hill, it was celebrities and socialites from across the globe.

“The man of the hour, and the newest addition to the Hale Banking and Holding Company’s board of directors.” The voice boomed from speakers discreetly hidden behind potted plants that had been brought in. “Mr. Royce Hale, accompanied by Miss Marist Northcott.”

The applause was loud, filled with cheers and whistles.

Royce let go of my hand, only so he could slip it around my waist and hold me close. I stared up at him as cameras flashed, reminding me of all the press who’d begged me for an invite.

The prince at my side waved to the crowd. He legit waved to his adoring subjects, like it was an everyday occurrence. It looked like they were all eating it up too.

How many of them knew the version of Royce I did? Probably none of them.

“Chin up,” he said under his smile, his lips barely moving.

My chin lifted, I pulled on my smile, and swung my attention toward the audience at the base of the steps. A few of the people from my high school years were dispersed in the crowd. Sycophants to the Hales who’d looked down on me. Yet I was the one looking down now, wasn’t I? Did Royce’s arm around my waist puzzle them? Did it make the girls who’d been merciless bitches to me green with envy?

My smile grew wider.

Done posing at the top of the steps, he offered his arm to escort me, and I took it, grasping my skirt with my free hand. It was a regal march down the stone staircase that had been temporarily covered in red carpet as Alice had insisted the party be themed ‘Old Hollywood.’

We’d barely finished our descent before people rushed at us, congratulating him on his promotion and gushing about my dress.

It turned out to be easy to mingle when I was attached to Royce. No one wanted to talk to me. Hell, they didn’t really want to talk to Royce either—they wanted to talk at him. Because the party was so huge, they knew their face time with him was limited and they needed to make an impression.

He played his role flawlessly. He stayed engaged in the conversations and was witty, while I just smiled and nodded, offering nothing but my ability to turn oxygen into carbon dioxide.

“You better go while there’s a break,” Royce said when the couple he’d been talking with left to get another drink. “I see more people incoming, and I don’t have an exit strategy.”

I didn’t want to abandon him, but I was eager to escape. “Are you sure?”

“Go.” He brushed a kiss at my hairline in a gesture that seemed like we’d been doing it for years. “I’ll see you in a few.”

I’d spotted my family standing near the rose garden, and in my haste, I wasn’t paying attention to the faces around me.

“Marist.” A male hand grasped my elbow, pulling me to a stop. “Hey.”

The first thought I had when I saw him was that I couldn’t run in my dress, no matter how badly I wanted to. “Richard.” It came out forced and too-bright. “How are you?”

“I’m great. I was just accepted into the Leadership Fellows program at Randhurst, actually.”

“Oh,” I said. My gaze flicked to my parents, who seemed miles away. “Congrats. That’s awesome.”

“Thanks. I’m excited.” Richard’s curious gaze swept over me. “How about you? You look so different than the last time we saw each other.”

Was that supposed to be a compliment? “I’m starting my final year in economics at Etonsons.”

“Wow, cool.” He didn’t bother to make it sound believable. “Hey, so you and Royce?” He leaned in as if we were going to share a secret. “How’d that happen?”

I didn’t have time for this. “I seduced him.”

Richard laughed like it was the most ridiculous thing he’d heard, but when I didn’t crack a smile, he sobered. “No shit. Really?”

I sighed. “If you’ll excuse—”

A man stepped in and joined our two-person circle, making my exit impossible.

Richard brightened. “Dad. This is Marist Northcott. I don’t know if you remember her. We went to homecoming together one year.”

Liam Shaunessy extended a hand and a smile to me as if all the shit he’d done in the darkened dining room an hour ago had never happened. “Hello. Liam Shaunessy.”

It would be rude not to shake his hand, so I had no choice. “Prom,” I said.

“I’m sorry?”

“It was the prom,” I repeated. “Richard and I . . . Not homecoming.”

Richard clapped his hands together, suddenly remembering. “Oh, yeah.”

“I have to go. I’m sorry,” I blurted out.

Mr. Shaunessy’s smile was normal, but I felt his words were loaded with double meaning. “It was nice seeing you, Marist.”

I wove my way through the crowd, and when I finally made my way to my family, I began to regret my decision. My father was deep in conversation with one of his co-workers, my sister stared at me like I’d been diagnosed with cancer, and my mother’s eyes brimmed with tears.

“You look gorgeous,” she said. She reached out, her fingers tracing the diamonds at my throat. Her voice fell to a hush. “Is that my necklace?”

Technically, no, but I was happy she was happy. I nodded.

“But Mr. Costolli said he’d sold it.”

“He did. He sold it to Royce.”

Her fingers paused. “Oh.” Her face fell. “Royce owns it now?”

“He, uh, gave it to me.”

She drew back like the icy diamonds had suddenly scorched her fingers. “What?” Disapproval splashed on her face. “No, Marist. It’s too much money.” She tipped her head down and looked at me with seriousness. “A man who gives you something like that is going to expect a great deal in return.”

Emily looked like she was going to be ill.

“Yeah,” I muttered. “We’re way past that point.”

My mother froze. “What?”

I shouldn’t have said anything. “I’m kidding.” I tried to deflect. “Have you had any of the food yet? I’m starving.”

I still had no appetite, but perhaps Royce’s ability to lie was rubbing off on me.

My mother looked at me dubiously, but then gave up. “I liked the spring rolls better than the caviar.”

I wanted to talk to Emily alone, but as our mother prattled on about her friends and their dresses, my window closed. I only had a few minutes left before I needed to meet Royce at the fountain. Who knew who might stop me along the way? Hopefully no more board members.

“Find me later,” she whispered and clutched me tightly when I said my goodbyes.

Tables covered in white linens were dotted with black cloth napkins and surrounded the temporary dancefloor. Since it was not yet in use, I cut through it and made my way toward the entrance to the hedge maze. I was nearly there when Sophia Alby stepped in front of me, blocking my way with a smile that was as plastic as her nose.

“Marist, hey! Can we take a selfie together real quick?” She scrambled to pull her phone from her clutch which perfectly matched her gold sequined dress.

Of all the mean girls at Cape Hill Prep, Sophia had been the queen. When Royce said I was a ‘nobody’ all those years ago, he’d been talking to her. He’d created the virus of my social disease, and she’d been the one to disperse it far and wide.

“You want a selfie?” I wrinkled my nose. “With me?”

“Um, yeah.” Her silly laugh was tinny and grating. “You look amazing, and we’re friends.”

Wait, what? Was she on drugs?

Sophia must have assumed I was okay with it when I hadn’t moved. She cast an arm around my shoulder and held up her phone at the same high position Alice had done earlier. I bet if I had measured the angle, it would have matched perfectly.

“Smile!” she said in a sing-song voice.

My cheeks were already worn out and I was only an hour into the party, but I did the best I could. She snapped a few pictures, examined the results on her screen, and looked satisfied.

“Want me to send them to you?” she asked.

My filter temporarily shorted out from overuse. “What for?” When Sophia’s face twisted, I went into damage control. I plastered on a bright smile. “Just tag me in them and I’ll repost.”

She liked that idea a lot. “Oh, perfect!”

“I have to run. I think Royce is waiting on me.”

She nodded like she was an understanding friend, and I began to wonder if she was delusional or suffered revisionist history from our time in high school. “Of course,” she said. “Tell him I said hi.”

“Right,” I ground out through my toothy grin.

There was a velvet rope drawn across the entrance and a sign hanging from it that announced no guests were permitted in the hedge maze, but no one stopped me when I slipped behind it and disappeared between the walls of dense evergreen.

Pebbles crunched underfoot as I wound deeper into the maze, and I was sure the underside of the train of my dress was going to look awful, but I kept going. The sun was low in the evening sky and the high walls of the hedges cast shadows, but the landscape lighting was already on. Warm, diffused light glowed along the narrow corridors and illuminated the statues standing guard at the dead ends.

The buzz from the party dimmed, and I let out a tight breath. It was lovely being here alone in the maze. A few fireflies floated in the air, their yellow flash so quick it was over by the time I focused in on it.

I didn’t remember the correct route to the center, but I also may have forgotten it on purpose. It was fun to wander and guess, and more times than not, I’d found myself facing a stone cast Aphrodite or reproduction of the Venus de Milo.

Just when I started to worry about the man waiting for me, I turned a corner and the hedges parted. They bowed into a circle, and the tiered, bubbling fountain lay in the center. Glass votive candles flickered along the wide rim of its pool, which doubled as a bench.

The space was gorgeous and romantic.

Royce was a vision as he sat there beneath the fountain in his tuxedo, his elbows resting on his knees and his head hung. It stole my breath.

“The man of the hour,” I said softly.

He lifted his head and his intense, hungry eyes focused in on me. As he rose deliberately to his feet, his expression was ravenous, and excitement surged inside my chest. We were alone, and there was magic all around us. It hummed in every drop of water that rained down in the fountain. It sang in each flame burning in the ring of candles surrounding it.

And it lived in every shallow breath Royce and I took together.

“Come here.” He spoke quietly, as not to break the spell. “I want to ask you something.”

There was rustling as my dress train dragged over the pebbled path. I was nearly to him when his hand slipped into his pocket. This time, the black box he held was much smaller and the world slowed to a stop.


Chapter Eighteen


Royce was nervous as he propped open the box and knelt by the edge of my skirt.

“Oh, my God,” I cried. My hand flew to the center of my chest, perhaps to stop my heart from getting ahead of the rest of me.

I hadn’t expected anything like this. There’d been no stipulation laid out for Royce to get down on one knee and propose. I’d half expected Alice to present me with a ring this afternoon, let me know when the engagement was going to be official, and when I was supposed to slip it on.

Mostly, I hadn’t expected to feel this way. As if this proposal were real.

Like we were real.

As fucked up as today had been, the initiation had accomplished at least one of its goals—I felt bound to Royce. We’d survived and gotten each other through it.

The ring was beautiful. The center was a huge, cushion-cut solitaire, bordered all around by smaller diamonds, and a fading beam of sunlight made it glitter wildly against the black velvet box. The Costolli logo was imprinted on the inside of the lid, and I pictured Mr. Costolli sweet-talking Royce into buying the engagement ring when he’d come in for the necklace.

“I know,” Royce started, “this looks like I’m asking you to marry me, and I am.” His heart seemed to be racing as fast as mine was, given how quickly his chest moved.

Didn’t he know I was going to say yes?

His eyes were as clear as the diamond he was presenting to me. “I’m not stupid, Marist. We both came into this arrangement with goals that have nothing to do with each other, or love, but I’m an ambitious man. Eventually,” his words had gravity, pulling me under, “I will want it all.”

The only thing moving in this world were the glowing fireflies around us, sparks and flashes of brilliance in the summer night.

“This ring is yours no matter what. You can take it and the necklace and the check for five million and run. I’ll understand if that’s the choice you need to make.” He took a deep breath. “Or you can stay, and every day you wear this ring I’ll know you’re still with me.”

“Royce,” I breathed, reaching for him.

But he drew back, and his expression shuttered. “Wait. You need to understand what you’re agreeing to. I’m playing the long game here, Marist. Today was probably only the beginning.”

That gave me pause. “What?”

“My father’s like me—he’s a different person behind closed doors. He’ll use us against each other. He’ll do it if it helps him get what he wants, or even if he just thinks it’ll be fun.” He drew the ring from its perch in the box and held it up. “So, I’m asking you to marry me. But also to trust me, and when it’s all over, to give us a chance to have . . . more.”

He was Hades, wanting to take me to the underworld and be his bride, and this ring was the pomegranate seed that would make me stay. I chose to go with the version of the myth where Persephone took it willingly.

“Yes,” I murmured.

Both our hands were trembling as he slipped the ring onto my finger, and then he was on his feet, his arms wrapped around me, and his mouth covered mine. The kiss had barely begun before the disembodied voice of the announcer asked people to find their seats. Dinner would be served shortly.

Royce laced our fingers together and led us back to the start of the maze, knowing exactly which turn to take, and I wondered if he could run the whole thing in his sleep. We tried to sneak out without anyone noticing, but Alice once again was waiting to ambush us. Only this time, it was with her phone. She snapped pictures of us and my new ring, promising to post our “fairy tale engagement” as soon as Macalister’s toast was over.

I sat at the head table with the rest of the Hales, sandwiched between Royce and Vance. My hand was in my lap, hidden beneath the tablecloth, and I fidgeted nervously with the ring as Macalister walked toward the microphone stand.

“Before I forget,” Royce said, his expression alight with amusement, “I hope I haven’t set a dangerous precedent. No more black boxes. That ring is the last piece of jewelry you’re getting from me for a while.”

I faked horror. “What? No earrings?”

Royce smirked. “Mr. Costolli tried.”

When it was clear Macalister was ready, a hush descended on the lawn.

His toast was brief. He talked about Royce’s tenacious work ethic and how proud he was as a father. He acknowledged the rest of the board for welcoming his son and said great things were in store at HBHC. It was a speech that hit all the right notes but lacked any real emotion. It left me just as cold as every conversation I’d had with Macalister.

I’d decided to take Alice’s advice and not think about my time in the dining room. Those memories would stay there until I was ready to deal with them.

“Lastly, it gives me great pleasure,” Macalister said, “to announce we have something additional to celebrate this evening.” His smile was flawless. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he looked genuinely happy. “Royce asked Marist Northcott to be his wife just a few minutes ago . . . and she’s accepted.”

The stunned silence only lasted a single second, but it felt like it dragged on forever. Then, the gasps and smattering of applause rang out, followed by every head turning to look at us. The expressions in the sea of faces ranged from confused to suspicious. All of Cape Hill put me under a microscope and began looking for flaws.

It was my nightmare come to life.

But Royce had his arm around the back of my chair, and when the crowd swung their judgmental scrutiny our way, his hand was on my shoulder. He leaned into me, nuzzling a kiss in the side of my neck and whispered in my ear, “Pretend you like me.”

It worked because his ridiculous statement made my tired smile muscles fire and a shy grin slid across my face. Liking him wasn’t something I had to pretend to do.

*     *     *

After dinner was over, the dancefloor opened up, and Royce and I took center stage, swaying to the music and playing our roles as newly engaged lovebirds. It wasn’t that difficult. Was I getting better at pretending, or was it not much of a lie?

Later, when Royce was occupied with a business discussion, I slipped out in search of Emily. Once I texted her, I discovered she was all the way over at the Hale stables with her friends. I followed the path past the hedge maze and to the narrow private road that led down the hill, and the small barn with the center pitched roof came into view.

It hadn’t been a working stable in years. After Royce’s mother died, the horses were sold, and the barn became a storage space. The collection of people in formal dresses and tuxedos were gathered nearby at a patio table under a tree, having their own mini-party away from the critical eyes of their parents.

As I walked up, there were cheers and smiles from the group. Most of them seemed to be drunk or high, or both.

“Emily, when’d your sister get so hot?” one of the guys asked in a too-loud whisper. A few of the girls snickered at him.

My sister was the only sober one among the group. She was stunning in her violet dress and the mermaid style hugged her curves, but her expression was like it had been earlier. Pained. I nodded my head to the side, gesturing I wanted to get away from the group and talk privately.

When we were on the far side of the house and out of earshot, she grabbed my left hand and jerked it up to stare at the ring. Her voice was filled with dread. “You did it.”

“Yes.”

“Oh, my God.” Her face cracked. It split between anguish and fear. “Are you okay? Was it awful?”

“I’m fine,” I said quietly. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Jesus, Marist.” Her eyes filled with tears and her gaze ran from me. “It’s all my fault.”

“What are you talking about?”

Her focus snapped back to mine. “It was supposed to be me.”

I bit down on my bottom lip to prevent it from trembling. “Stop it. You can’t—”

“I got pregnant on purpose.” She said it in such a rush it was a blur of words, and by the time her admission soaked in, she’d begun to cry. “I didn’t want anything to do with the Hales. You know how Macalister is. He thinks he’s entitled to whatever he wants, and that includes people. He owns everything, but he wasn’t going to own me.”

I took in a sharp, painful breath. I’d given Macalister so much power over me, he’d become my master.

She wiped at a tear. “Royce told me at the end of our date that it didn’t matter what either of us wanted. Macalister wasn’t going to give up unless I married someone else or got pregnant by the time I graduated.” A wrinkle creased her forehead. “I thought it was my only way out. I’m so sorry. I didn’t think you’d have to take my place.”

When more tears welled up in her eyes, I went on autopilot. My sister was hurting, and I needed to comfort her.

“It’s okay,” I soothed. She shook as I hugged her. Or maybe I was the one shaking.

Not with anger, but with fear. Her words rang terribly true. I’d negotiated myself away from Macalister tonight, denying him what he clearly thought was his right. Was he eventually going to want to claim it anyway?

“It’s going to be all right,” I said, trying to convince us both.

When the worst of her tears seemed to subside, she pulled back and gave me a firm look. “Promise me.”

How could I? I opened my mouth, but she cut me off.

“Just be careful. I don’t trust any of them. This town is full of liars, and I think the Hales might be the worst of all. And the Marist I know would hate this life you’re signing up for.”

My phone chimed with a text. I ignored all the social media notifications on my screen and went to my messages. It was Royce, wondering where I was. I put on the bravest face I could muster. “I’ll be careful.”

She looked resigned. “Good. You might be marrying into that family,” her tone was grim, “but please don’t become one of them.”

*     *     *

The conversation with Emily churned in my head as I made my way back toward the party. I took off my torturous shoes and clutched them by the heels in one hand, and since I was walking barefoot, I took the longer, grassy route to head back.

Beyond the backside of the maze, the grass stopped and gave way to the woods. The sun had just set, and under the cover of the trees, it was dark. But a stick snapped underfoot and alerted me that something was moving in there.

No, not something. Someone.

A pleasured sigh—distinctly male—echoed amongst the trees.

“What’s got you so worked up?” I could hear the smile in his rich, vaguely familiar voice. “Thinking about Marist?”

At the sound of my name, I went stock still. I couldn’t see much of him, only a sliver of his outline between two tree trunks, which meant it was unlikely he could see me.

“Okay, okay. I’m sorry.” He gave a short laugh, and there was rustling as he moved. “Please don’t stop.”

I moved as stealthily as possible, careful not to trip over the roots as I ducked behind one of the bigger oak trees.

“I’m just saying, usually you want to go straight to fucking.” He let out a staggered breath. “Fuck, yes. Suck it.”

“Hmm,” a woman purred. Her voice was too low to distinguish. “Like this?”

“Yeah, just like that.”

I put a hand on the rough, furrowed bark and peered around the side of the tree. My eyes hadn’t adjusted to the darkness, but I saw outlines. Wicked shapes hidden among the trees. He was slumped back against one, and she was kneeling, her bulbous dress around her as she bobbed at him.

When his arms moved, she slowed. “What are you doing?”

Her voice was much clearer and terribly familiar.

“I want video of you taking me deep,” he said.

She hesitated but didn’t object. When her figure resumed moving, he unleashed a long moan. The phone in his hand lit up, shining down its overly bright light, and Alice blinked rapidly up against it. I could see the shaft of the thick dick in her mouth, wet with her saliva.

She slid all the way until her petal pink lips were flush around his base.

And because he was videoing, the lit screen cast enough light upward so I could make out his handsome face.

Holy shit.

I backed away, stumbling over the uneven ground, and almost dropped the shoes in my hand, but thankfully my hasty retreat had been silent.

“I’m going to put it on Instagram and show them how talented you are,” Vance teased in a seductive voice.

I hurried away before they saw me, trying to wipe the image from my mind. Did Royce know? Did Macalister?

When I returned to the party, I found my fiancé chatting with Noemi and her husband Joseph about the perks of eloping. I slipped in beside Royce, struggling to catch my breath.

There was pride in Noemi’s voice. “The press didn’t find out we’d gotten married for weeks.”

Royce laughed. “Yeah, that wouldn’t fly in my family. Alice says the only way to control what the press says is to feed it to them.” He glanced at me and did a double-take. Whatever expression I was making caused concern. “Hey. Everything okay?”

My heart was still thumping rapidly in my chest. “Yeah.” I tried to act natural, and not like I’d just seen his brother’s dick halfway down his stepmother’s throat. “My dress is heavy, and the hill was steep.”

Worry lined his eyes. He saw right through me, but hopefully he also saw it wasn’t the right time to talk about it.

“Congratulations,” Noemi said, derailing us.

“Thank you,” we answered at the same time.

“I love the pictures Alice posted.”

“Pictures?” I asked.

Noemi showed me her phone, scrolling through the feed, and Royce and I leaned in to get a better look. There were three pictures on the post. The first was us trying to sneak out of the hedge maze right after his proposal, where Royce and I were holding hands and my gaze was locked onto him.

Anxiety crawled up my back.

Maybe Alice had gotten lucky and captured the photo at the perfect second, but I doubted it. It was nearly impossible not to think the girl pictured there was in love with the man she was gazing at.

Was that how I usually looked at him?

The second picture was the engagement ring.

My anxiety shifted, leaning toward excitement when she swiped to the final photo. It was right after his father’s announcement. Royce’s hand cupped the spot where my neck met my body, his gaze was on me, and I was grinning. He’d whispered for me to pretend I liked him just a second before it had been taken.

In this picture it looked very much like he was in love with me.

Noemi glanced up from her phone and straightened abruptly. “Mr. Hale, it’s nice to see you again. Thank you for inviting us.”

I should have sensed the cold breeze, but Macalister had appeared from nowhere. He gave a polite smile. “Please, it’s Macalister. Thank you for coming.” He motioned toward her pregnant belly. “I hope traveling wasn’t too difficult.”

She shot a wary smile to her husband. “Some of us wanted to have a doctor onboard the jet, but,” she emphasized her words, “we were fine.”

A muscle along Joseph’s jawline ticked. He didn’t seem to like her teasing, but then again, the guy seemed rather serious.

She leaned into him as she turned toward Macalister. “Oh, I’m sorry. This is my husband, Joseph Monsato.”

Joseph extended a hand. “We’ve met before, a few years back. Nice to see you again, sir.”

Noemi’s smile froze, and as the men shook hands, her expression was oddly empty. “Of course, you have.”

“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Macalister’s attention drifted to me, “but I came to borrow my future daughter-in-law.”

“For what?” Royce sounded as if he didn’t like that any more than I did.

His father’s chilly gaze made me shiver. “For a dance.”

I stiffened and floundered to come up with an excuse, but my mind went blank as Macalister extended a hand to me. Even though I was dressed now, I felt just as naked as the last time he’d done it.

I couldn’t decline or negotiate my way out of this, and I’d rather deal with it now than delay the inevitable.

His icy hand clasped around mine, and I exchanged a look with Royce as I was led away, one that asked him to rescue me as soon as possible. He stood utterly still, an elegant sculpture, powerless as his father took me away.

Under the crisscrossing strings of lights, the dancefloor was mostly empty. A few couples swayed to the fading slow song, and as Macalister brought us onto the hardwood, the next song began. Norah Jones pleaded in her smoky voice to come away with her into the night.

“Do you waltz?” he asked.

I needed to start a list of things I never thought I’d hear him say to me, and add that one. “Uh, I know how, but my dress—”

He adjusted his hold on my hand and lifted it as he stepped into my space. His other hand slid behind my back, pulling me up against him and into the dance frame. “You’ll do fine. I’ll keep my pattern tight.”

Apprehension corded my muscles like rope twisted to the breakpoint.

Macalister was an imposing man in every aspect. Not just his dominating personality or his striking eyes, but with his physical size. He was broad and tall, and kept himself in excellent shape. He demanded perfection in everything, including himself.

His dancing was no exception. He was confident at leading, making his steps easy to follow, which I needed. I hadn’t danced the waltz since I’d learned to years ago. On one hand, it was surprising he knew how, because this dance was soft and artistic. But on the other, it was elegant and refined, and a precise partnership. I knew how much he liked those things, didn’t I?

I stared up at him as we moved in the boxed pattern, rising and falling with our steps. I could feel his wedding ring on his finger. Did he know where Alice was? That his partner was betraying him right now with his own son? There was a microscopic tug in my chest. I felt bad for him, just a little.

But I had to fill the small space between us with something other than tension and Norah Jones’ sultry song. “Where did you learn to dance?”

“Julia taught me for our wedding.”

“Oh.” It was all I could find to say. The mention of Royce’s mother pulled another string around my heart.

There was no emotion in his eyes, or it was hidden too far back to be seen. His expression gave nothing away. “I’d like to think she would have been very happy tonight. She wanted nothing more than to bring our families together. It may not have happened the way anyone expected it to, but I’m pleased to welcome a Northcott girl into my home.”

I stumbled my steps, and he tightened his grip, preventing me from falling.

“Smile,” he ordered. “People are watching us.”

I did as he asked but couldn’t keep the plea from my voice. “I need a little more time. I’m working to fix my family’s finances.” I didn’t like throwing them under the bus, but could my parents’ reputation really get any worse in Macalister’s eyes? “I need to be home, because my parents have been hiding statements, and they still spend like they’re not . . .”

I wouldn’t say the word ‘broke’ since there were other people around, but I didn’t need to. He obviously understood.

I firmed up my tone. “I’m the only one there willing to deal with reality.”

“I see.” His smile seemed abruptly real. “I understand needing to have control over other people to save them from themselves.” The grip on my hand relaxed and softened. “Especially when you know what’s best for them. You remind me a bit of myself.”

I sucked in a deep breath to keep from ordering him to take it back.

“The financial advisor will take care of all of that, but I’d like you to be comfortable. I’ll have him update you on his progress, and you can discuss your concerns with him at any time. All right?”

He wasn’t about to let me renegotiate. I deflated and my voice lost its power. “All right.”

“Good.” He lifted our clasped hands and pressed his palm on my back, urging me under his arm. As I rounded the turn and came back to him, his expression changed. “I also wanted to take a moment to apologize.”

Apologies typically followed mistakes . . . but surely Macalister didn’t make those.

“For what?”

“I have underestimated you repeatedly.” His hand on my back was higher this time, and his thumb was above the top of the dress, resting against my bare skin. “You’ve proven yourself to be a smart, capable young woman. One who doesn’t buckle under pressure. I respect that.”

Before I could respond, he dropped another bomb.

“And you’re very beautiful, Marist.”

His thumb edged the top of the dress, sliding subtly against my skin. No one would notice it except for me.

“Thank you,” I choked out, making it seem like I was thanking him for his secret touch and not the compliment that made panic pour into my stomach.

“My son is also smart, and capable, and attractive. I would think for most girls, he’d be easy to fall in love with.” Danger lurked in Macalister’s eyes. It simmered in his words. “It’s unlikely a smart girl like you needs a warning, but I will give it anyway, because you already seem quite enamored with each other. Falling for Royce will only end badly.”

Macalister and I moved together, neither needing to pay attention to the steps any longer. We were both locked in each other’s gaze.

“Is that so?” I asked.

“He’s capable of many things, but loving someone else is not one of them.” I must have made a face, because he looked determined to convince me. “Are you already in love? You poor thing. You fought for him today, and yet he’ll sell you out the first chance he gets.”

I knew what this was. Royce had warned me his father was going to screw with us, but I wouldn’t let him.

“I don’t love him, and he doesn’t love me. We’re just playing the roles you gave us. I doubt he even cares about me.”

“I’m glad you can see through to what he’s doing. He’s exceptional at manipulating people and telling them exactly what they need to hear. He’ll lie shamelessly to get what he wants.”

It sounded exactly like something Royce would say about his father.

Macalister’s fingertip brushed once more on the bare skin of my back, and this time his thumb circled one of my vertebrae. “Forgive me.” His voice dipped low. “This happens to be my favorite place on a woman’s body.”

I jolted. Royce had said the same thing a year ago. Was it just coincidence?

Macalister ignored my discomfort, and heat ignited in his eyes, melting the ice and revealing something far more disturbing.

“I should probably get back, Mr. Hale.”

“It’s Macalister,” he said. “You didn’t seem to have an issue saying my name earlier.”

Royce appeared at the edge of the dancefloor, but Macalister shot him a look that dictated he needed another minute.

His tone lowered like it was wrapped in velvet. “You should know I’m quite impressed with you. That’s twice now you’ve forced me into negotiations. However, I always get my way in the end.” A dark look smeared across his face. “You may have spared yourself two minutes with me, but now I want more.”

His words dripped with desire.

“I own you, Marist. And eventually I will have you.”

I gasped and jerked free from his arms but couldn’t escape the horror he’d caused.

He smiled like this was all fine and what he’d just said was perfectly acceptable. “Thank you for the dance.” He nodded, a gentleman biding adieu. “We’ll see each other again soon.”


Chapter Nineteen


I didn’t tell Royce what his father had said that night.

In fact, we had been engaged for three days before we saw each other again. He’d been on the board less than twenty-four hours when a software update broke the HBHC site, preventing US users from doing any online banking. It was an ‘all hands on deck’ crisis. My father slept in his office every night until it was resolved.

While Royce was focused on the company, it seemed like the rest of the world was focused on us. My feed was full of pictures from the party. It was beyond bizarre to see Royce and me lumped in with the real celebrities who had been there.

On Wednesday morning, my family met with the man who would handle the Northcott estate, and we signed the releases to give him access to everything. My mother had struggled with it. When she tried to back out and claim they could do it without help, I had to go the tough love route.

The harsh reality I painted for her made her cry.

But the advisor could negotiate rates and payment plans and dig us out of the hole in a third of the time it’d take us to do it on our own.

She glared at me as she signed one document after another. I’d been cold and direct because my frustration with them was reaching critical mass. After everything I’d done for my family’s sake, they weren’t just ungrateful—they had the nerve to act like I was the bad guy.

Sadly, I gained new understanding into Macalister’s desire to control others. If left on their own, it was likely my family would destroy themselves.

Dread pooled in my center as I drove up to the Hale estate and parked beside the garage. Royce had told me his father and Alice were still at the office, which helped with some of my anxiety, but I wasn’t looking forward to the conversation I needed to have about what I’d seen in the woods.

Or what his father had said to me.

I climbed the steps outside, and by the time I’d reached the front door, it swung open, revealing Royce in jeans and a t-shirt. He was so dressed down from the last time I’d seen him, but he still looked great. Less polished, but confident and in command.

Summer was in full effect outside, but as I came into the house, I understood why he was wearing jeans. It was freezing. “The air conditioning must be working overtime.”

He quirked his lips into a tight smile. “My father says he thinks better when it’s cold.” He shut the door behind me, cupped a hand on my cheek, and dropped a quick kiss on my lips. “Hi.”

It was crazy how powerful his effect over me was. One chaste kiss and I was suddenly warm, even as goosebumps pebbled on my legs beneath my shorts. “Hi,” I answered back.

“So, this is the foyer.”

What? I peered at him with confusion. “I can see that.”

His eyes were playful. “It’s where we’re starting our tour.”

“Oh. I see.” I’d grumbled to him earlier how I hadn’t seen half of the house I was going to be living in. I glanced around and pretended to evaluate the space as if seeing it for the first time. “Yes, very nice.”

Royce headed to the left and showed me the formal sitting room. We saw the casual living space, a guest suite, and the all-seasons room at the back of the house where we’d waited with his family for announcements. He took me into the sprawling kitchen and showed me where the important things were. Silverware. Glasses. Everyday plates.

He avoided the dining room, pretending it didn’t exist, which I appreciated.

The steps to the basement were narrow. The room to the right was the home movie theater. Leather recliners were placed in two tiered rows in front of a large screen, and a projector hung overhead.

The room on the left was the wine cellar. It was all maple-colored racks lining the walls and warm brick. A wrought iron chandelier dangled from the arched ceiling. Royce barely gave it a passing comment, but the cozy room was inviting.

“Wow, this is nice,” I said as I stepped inside.

There was a dining table in the center of the room, and four wine glasses rested upside down on a silver platter in the middle. There was also a brown love seat and a wet bar against the far wall.

“Does your family do many tastings in here?” I fingered the neck of one of the bottles in the rack beside me. The label was pretty.

“No. We hardly ever use it.”

The room wasn’t really a cellar, it was a lounge meant for entertaining. “That’s a shame. This room is amazing.”

“No one comes down here, but you can whenever you want. It’s quiet.”

It was quiet. It felt like Royce and I were all alone, hidden underground. My tone was grave. “I have to tell you something.”

He stiffened, bracing for whatever was coming. “What is it?”

“It’s about Alice and Vance. When I was coming back up the hill, I . . . saw them together.”

Royce blinked slowly. “Together,” he repeated flatly. “Were they fucking?”

“Uh, she was going down on him.”

His expression didn’t change. “Sorry you had to see that.”

“You knew?” I gasped.

“Yeah, they’ve gotten sloppy recently about hiding it. As you can attest.”

I turned my gaze away, staring at the rack and the bottles that lay on their sides. “I don’t understand. Alice cares so much about image, and if they were caught—”

“Yeah.” His firm word drew my attention. “It’d be a big scandal. One that’d be much too big for my father to ignore.”

How did he mean that? Was Alice doing it to get her husband’s attention?

“He doesn’t know?”

“I don’t think so, but hardly anything happens here he doesn’t know about.” He took a step in my direction, closing most of the space between us. “Whatever she had with my dad, it’s gone now. It ran its course. She still loves him, and she can’t leave him—although I don’t think she wants to, anyway.”

Nervousness sapped all the strength from me. “Is that going to happen to us?”

God, his eyes were intense, and it was so beautiful, it was hard to look at. He said it quietly but with conviction. “I hope not.”

Why was it painful to admit? “I like you.”

“I kind of figured that out already.” His half-smile was irritating.

“Royce.” I didn’t appreciate him being cocky when I’d made myself vulnerable.

But he slipped his arms around me and tilted his forehead until it was pressed against mine. “If you haven’t figured out yet just how much I like you, then you’re not as smart as I thought you were.”

He delivered his first kiss slow and sweet. But the second one? It smoldered. It hinted there was fire waiting for me on the other side. All I had to do was stoke it and we’d both burst into flames.

I skimmed my hand down the front of his shirt, not stopping until I hit the bulge growing behind his zipper. In retaliation, he grasped a handful of my ass through my shorts and squeezed.

Everything went hard. His grip on me. His dick under the stroke of my hand. His mouth moving against mine.

And the sudden need to have it finally be our moment.

Whatever he was thinking about, the decision had been made. He turned us, and I stumbled back into the corner between the brick wall and the side of a wine cabinet, making the bottles rattle quietly on their perches.

Royce’s hands weren’t gentle or cautious. He clasped a palm over my breast and, dissatisfied it was covered, he jammed that hand up under my t-shirt. It took him no time to find my nipple through the cup of my bra, and his pinch left me hot and achy in more than one place.

It distracted me from my task, but not for long. I raked my fingernails over the denim shielding his erection and enjoyed how his eyes clouded with lust.

“We’re doing this now, huh?” His whispered question was full of seduction.

“You said no one comes down here.”

He stepped away, leaving me panting against the corner, but it was only so he could close the door. As he stalked back to me, his determined focus made heat pool in my body and flow to my center.

His kiss was aggressive. Brutally passionate. Tension built in me, in both of us.

He jerked the hem of my shirt up, and I raised my arms, helping him strip it off. As soon as it was done, I returned the favor, stretching his cotton shirt up over his head and hurling it to the floor.

I traced the lines of his bare chest, marveling at how good he felt in my hands. There was a ring on my finger saying I was his, and tonight he was absolutely mine.

“I want you naked,” I pleaded.

He grinned a smile full of sex and sin, and it announced he had every intention of giving me what I wanted. As he reached around my body and undid the hook of my bra, he murmured it in my ear. “Same, Marist.”

It was a frenzy after that, both of us fumbling with the other’s pants, a race to see who could undress the other first. Except my hands were clumsy. I wasn’t a virgin anymore, but this was still brand new. I’d never even seen him fully naked.

When our clothes were discarded piles around us, he yanked me away from the wall. I was walked backward, his kisses hot and greedy and distracting, and it was the bump of the hard edge of wood on the back of my thighs that announced we’d reached the table.

My heart was beating so fast but the rest of me was slow. Desire was heavy, filling me up and weighing me down, and it was what kept me from stopping Royce as he pushed me to sit on the table.

Anxiety turned tighter, screwing my throat closed and preventing words from coming out as his hands urged me down onto my back. He hitched one of my trembling legs over his shoulder, unaware of the panic that clawed in my chest, desperate to break free.

The table was hard and cold, and a man hovered between my legs, preparing to put his mouth on me, and it was too much like last time. It was way too much.

Somehow, I found my voice, and it sprang from me in a single, furious word. “No.”

I slapped a hand on his head and shoved him away, then reared back on the table. He pulled back, stunned and confused while watching me scramble to my feet.

He put a low hand out, in a gesture that said ‘steady.’ “What’s wrong?”

My gaze darted from him, to the table, and back again. I crossed my arms over my stomach. “Not like that. Not on the table.”

I’d never seen his eyes go that wide before as he realized what had caused the panic. “Oh, shit. I’m sorry. I—” He stared at the ground for a moment, lost in thought. “I wasn’t thinking.”

He moved toward me cautiously, like I was a wounded and unpredictable animal. Slowly, he reached for me, gauging my reaction. I allowed him to ease a hand onto my hip. To hesitantly invade my space.

“Tell me what you’d like. What you need.” He sounded and looked utterly serious. “Because I just want to make you feel good.”

I eyed the loveseat before turning my full stare back on him. “I want it gone. I need the memory wiped clean.”

His face twisted. He wanted to give it to me, but I’d asked for the impossible.

I set my palms flat against the plane of his chest and lowered my voice to a hush. “Give me something to replace it with.”

His expression was devastatingly determined. “I can do that.”

Gone was the urgent, frantic dash. Now, his movements were deliberate and purposeful. The heat between us didn’t flame out, it shifted and went underground, which was the most dangerous kind. We’d burn from the inside out, the foundation up, and there was no way to put it out.

While he kissed me, Royce’s steady hands smoothed over the lines of my body. He touched me with awe. His unhurried fingers skated sensually along my skin, lighting up nerves and setting off a cascade of sensations.

His methodical work made me quiver.

When he lowered himself onto the center of the loveseat, he gently grasped me by the elbows and encouraged me to climb into his lap. I put a knee on either side of his hips as he sat back with his shoulders against the cushions. We were caught in each other’s gaze when my damp center brushed against him. Just the tiniest contact, but my breath cut off. It felt exciting. And good.

His palm was still on my elbow, but it coasted up my arm. It traveled over my shoulder, slid up my neck, and continued until his fingers wove into my hair. His head rested on the back of the couch as he stared up at me, his eyes filled with hunger.

“I’ve never wanted anyone,” his voice was uneven, “the way I want you.”

Oh, my God. My heart faltered then picked up again, beating at twice the speed.

His other hand was on my waist, guiding me to move. To rock my hips against him and rub myself along the length of him. It elicited a sigh from us both, and I shuddered with pleasure. My movement adjusted my body on him, and as I went to settle back into his lap, the head of his cock was positioned right at my entrance.

He didn’t ask my consent, but he didn’t have to. He held statue still and left the choice to me. If I didn’t want to go further, all I had to do was lift off of him. Instead, I lowered myself on him, taking him inside me at measured pace. His lips parted so he could drag in ragged breaths as I crept down, and his head tipped further back, his eyes drifting closed.

It was still a lot, and he made me uncomfortably full, but my body seemed to adjust quicker this time. Once he was seated fully inside, I let out a tight breath. He lifted his head, opened his eyes, and simply stared at me like I was a wonderous creature.

His hand on my waist urged me once again to rock on him. The gentle, slow stroke wrung a whimper from my lips but set him on alert.

“How does it feel?” he asked.

“It feels . . . good.”

A smile hinted his expression, but I moved my hips, and he went serious again.

As I hesitantly found my rhythm, his sensual hands resumed their work. They caressed my breasts, notching over my hardened nipples. They smoothed along my thighs. Slid up my back, tracing my spine with his fingertips.

Royce sat there, and his heavy eyes watched me as I rode him, my body undulating, letting me find my way. But the tightness inside me kept building. The feeling of urgency twisted harder, squeezing the air from my lungs.

I had my hands on his chest for leverage, but I lifted them and laced my fingers together behind his neck, pulling him to me. When our mouths locked together, time suspended. Nothing existed outside of this room. Nothing lived beyond the two of us, our bodies connected as one.

I writhed on him until sweat dampened our temples and moans drifted from our lips. I held his head in my arms, crushing him to my breasts, relishing the way he teased me with his mouth and teeth. His hands on my ass pushed and pulled, lifting me to keep up the urgent tempo we were both desperate for.

When my leg muscles began to fatigue, he must have sensed it.

“Lean back,” he encouraged. His arm looped behind me. “I’ve got you.”

I did as he asked, arching my back and setting my hands behind me on his knees. It made enough space so he could push a hand between our bodies and touch my clit.

“Oh, my God,” I groaned, pleasure nearly overwhelming me.

I threw my head back, and beneath me, he took over. His deep thrusts shook my body all the way down to my foundation. And that fucking hand of his. It just kept stirring and moving and pleasing. I was a quivering mess as my orgasm approached.

He grunted and strained as he chased his breath, but he didn’t stop driving. Not even when a loud gasp burst from my mouth and I came. Heat, coupled with deep satisfaction, poured down through me, wave after wave, seemingly endless. I’d only started to come down from my orgasm when his started.

He clamped his strong arms around my shuddering body and buried his face in my chest while a series of pleasure-soaked moans fell from his lips. He gasped one after another against my naked flesh.

Like a coin in a spiral funnel, time restarted slowly. It looped one tediously long second and sped gradually with each pass, spinning faster as it closed in on the center. Round and round it went until it was a flashing blur of movement, and then . . . time snapped back to normal as it dropped into the well below.

Royce softened his hold on me, just enough to peer up into my eyes. “That should have been our first time.”

I dropped a kiss on his lips. “It was.”


Chapter Twenty


Royce and I spent awhile kissing on the loveseat, but eventually my legs protested how I was straddling him, and I climbed off. We dressed, and when he fished his shirt off the floor, I took it and tossed it across the room.

“You look good naked,” I said. “I think I like you better that way.”

He chuckled as he went after it. “I also prefer you naked. Maybe don’t bring any clothes when you move in.”

My smile drained. “I have to tell you something else.”

He had his head halfway through the neck hole of his t-shirt, and his movements slowed as he pulled it on.

“When I danced with your father, he said some stuff.”

“About me.” It was a statement, not a question from Royce.

“Yeah.”

A tight smile pinched on his face. “Don’t trust anything that comes out of his mouth, but just for fun, what’d he say?”

“He basically told me not to trust anything that comes out of your mouth.”

This time his smile was more of a smirk. As I looked down at my engagement ring, my shoulders slumped.

He picked up on my unease. “What is it?”

My stomach was full of acid and a sour taste filled my mouth as I worked up the courage. “He said he owns me, and eventually he’ll have me.”

Royce solidified. He locked down his doors and shuttered the windows, going immobile.

Had I just flipped some sort of fail-safe switch and deactivated him?

Finally, he blinked. He put his hands in his pockets and stared vacantly at the glasses on the table. “He’s fucking with you. Or maybe he was just testing to see how you’d react.”

I frowned.

It was hard to believe that was all it was. The look in Macalister’s eyes that night had been incredibly real. But perhaps he was a fantastic actor like his son. Plus, Royce knew his father better than I did. Shouldn’t I trust him?

“Okay.” I still wasn’t convinced but wasn’t sure what else to say. “I thought you should know.”

“I appreciate it.” He glanced at the door and put a hand on the back of his neck, massaging it. “Do you want to finish the tour? We got kind of . . . sidetracked.”

His easy smile chased away the unpleasant memory.

We were almost at the top of the stairs when Royce hooked a finger in the belt loop of my shorts and jerked me to a sudden stop.

“Hey,” he said. As he moved in to join me on the same step, the banister was at my back and his expression was hard to read. “I didn’t mean to make light of what he said. It’s fucked up, I know. You have to remember everyone in this house has an agenda. We’re all positioning to get what we want, and no one says what they mean.”

I lifted my chin to meet his gaze. “Including you?”

He placed one hand on the wall beside my head, then the other, trapping me beneath his hungry stare. His gaze roved over my face and settled on my lips. “Yeah, Marist. Including me.”

Royce leaned in and captured my mouth. He kissed me like a conqueror, and I was happy to be claimed as his.

Just outside of the doorway, someone cleared their throat, loud and excessive. We both froze.

I didn’t have to hear anything else or see him—I already knew. I could blame the cold draft on the air conditioning, but it was really Macalister’s frosty presence. Who knew how long he’d been standing there?

Royce straightened away from me the moment his father stepped into our view.

Macalister had on a full suit. Clearly, he’d come straight from the office, but it was a long ride from Boston, and he hadn’t so much as loosened his tie. He stared at us with his piercing eyes and drained all the heat from the moment.

“Marist.” He said my name like I’d done something wrong. “While you’re here, I wanted to let you know our lawyers are drafting the prenup. They should have it to me by the time you move in.”

Seeing him again was like walking into a spider’s web. Hundreds of invisible threads pulled at my skin. I wanted to sound confident but failed. “All right.”

His gaze flicked to his son and narrowed. “Royce and I will go over it together with you.”

The subtext was clear. This wasn’t a request, it was a decree.

Neither of us had a response, and Macalister must have taken our silence as acceptance because he nodded. “Well, then. Enjoy your evening.”

*     *     *

Friday afternoon, I finished packing. I’d put it off as long as I could, but I had to move in and be at the Hale estate this evening. Macalister wanted his meeting to discuss the prenup after he and Royce had come home from the office.

Ever since my contentious afternoon with my parents and the financial advisor, things hadn’t been great at home. My mother had been treating me to more and more passive-aggressive statements as the rest of the week played out, and although I was terrified of moving into the Hale estate, a small part of me was relieved to be leaving.

She was angry. A spoiled child throwing a tantrum.

As I zipped up my toiletries bag and put it in the suitcase, she was upset I’d told her to cancel the annual ski trip to Aspen the week of Thanksgiving. My family had been going for years, but the situation now was too dire.

“It’s not that much money,” she whined.

Her comment grated. If I’d learned anything from this ordeal, it was that she had no concept of money. It hurt me how her youngest daughter was moving out, and yet all she cared about was some lousy trip.

“You don’t even ski. You sit in the lodge with the other women and play cards.”

She scowled. “I enjoy spending time with my friends.”

I’d swear half of Cape Hill made the trip. It was almost more about social status than having an actual vacation.

But where were my mother’s friends now? She’d given up her luncheons with them at fancy downtown restaurants and stopped donating to their fundraisers. Her friends miraculously dried up with our family’s cash flow.

“Now that you’re engaged to Royce, our family should be there. You know how that trip is.”

“I do. I’m sure he’ll take me, even though I couldn’t care—” Fuck. Why had I said that?

“I see.” She went stiff. “Well, I’d love to go, but we can’t all find a Hale to take us.”

I slammed shut my suitcase, wishing I could stuff myself inside and get away from her.

But she couldn’t leave it be. “Think about how it’s going to look if people find out we’re in a tough spot, and you’re suddenly getting fancy jewelry and expensive trips from Royce.”

Tough spot? We weren’t just broke, we were in serious debt. I tried to stay calm. “Expensive trips?” I said flatly. “You just said it wasn’t that much.”

“They’ll think you’re only after his money.”

I zipped the suitcase closed, set it on its wheels, and gave her a cold look. “I am only after his money.”

It had been true once.

Now it tasted like a lie.

Royce said everyone in his house had an agenda, and I was bringing my own, but as I pushed past my mother and headed for the stairs, I wondered when mine had shifted. Because saving my family was no longer my primary objective.

Getting a chance to have more with him was.

*     *     *

I was given the guest bedroom sandwiched between Royce’s room and the library. It was decorated in white and slate blue with mirrored furniture, and like his, there was a small sitting area opposite the king-sized bed.

Unpacking didn’t take long, and once I’d finished, I curled up on one of the chairs with a book, trying to pretend this was all normal and my home now.

It didn’t work.

A little after six o’clock, Royce knocked on my door. He’d loosened his tie and undone the top button of his dress shirt, and although he had relaxed his clothes, he looked anything but comfortable as he stood in my doorway.

I felt it too. Awareness that there’d be something buried in this prenuptial agreement that neither of us were going to like.

He surveyed the room, noting the large stack of books I’d put on the dresser, held up by my Pegasus bookends.

“Hey.” He delivered the news in a solemn tone. “He’s waiting for us in the library.”

I hated the tension hanging in the air. I closed my book, climbed to my feet, and marched toward Royce. His lips pressed to mine, and for once, our kiss had nothing to do with desire. It was about connection. Partnership. Like the ring on my finger, it was a wordless promise we were together.

Lucifer was a black shadow in the hallway, and when he saw Royce, he issued a soft meow and brushed against his master’s legs. But as we approached the library, the cat stopped and sat on the carpet. His wary green eyes regarded Macalister, who sat behind the desk and glared back at the cat with a similar sentiment.

It was overcast this evening and the curtains overwhelmed the window, so only a slice of light penetrated the library.

“Shut the door,” Macalister said, presumably to keep the cat out, although Lucifer looked like he’d abstain anyway. Cats liked warm things, and the man behind the desk wasn’t.

Once the door was closed, he didn’t tell us to sit. Royce took a chair, so I followed suit and sat on the edge of the other. Once again, Alice’s reminder about my posture flitted through my head, and I pulled my shoulders back.

Everything was so different than the last time Royce and I had been in this room. It still smelled like books, but the magic was gone. Nothing was cozy or inviting, and all the power radiated from the man in the suit who’d ordered this meeting.

“This is the first draft of the prenuptial agreement.” Macalister rested his spread fingertips on a pale blue folder in front of him. “However, after our discussion, we’ll need to make a few addendums.”

My stomach clenched. There was a gleam in his eyes that didn’t bode well.

Royce didn’t notice, or he was playing his role. He settled into his chair with an air of indifference. “What kind of addendums?”

“I am concerned about the relationship forming between the two of you.” Macalister’s hand on the folder curled into a loose fist. “When you fall in love so quickly, it’s guaranteed to end just as fast, and it will destroy the partnership we’ve been working toward.”

Royce scoffed and sounded disgusted. “Nobody’s falling in love.”

I tried to mimic the same confidence when Macalister’s gaze slithered over to me, but I must have failed, because the side of his mouth quirked.

“What is it, then?” he asked his son. “Lust?”

“Yeah. I’m only interested in fucking her.”

The cruel, easy way it rolled off his tongue filled my stomach with stones. I reminded myself this was a lie. Not just because his father was sitting across from us, either. Royce wanted more with me. The way we’d been together in the wine cellar showed that.

“And you?” Macalister’s look bore into me. “You have no feelings for Royce in anything other than a sexual capacity?”

Jesus. I licked my dry lips but surprised myself with how detached it came from me. “Yes, sir.”

Did Macalister believe me? His head tilted as he evaluated both of us. “All right.” He brought his hands together and leaned forward to rest his forearms on the desk, his attention directed at his son. “Then I don’t see any reason for you to object to me pursuing a sexual relationship with Marist.”

My heart stopped. “What?”

“Excuse me?” Royce said at the same time.

The library became a vacuum. Icy fingers plunged inside my chest, wringing the air from my lungs.

Was this another one of Macalister’s tests? His half-smile was pure evil as he turned it on me. “As I mentioned, you’re a beautiful young woman. While I’m glad you are here, I find myself wishing I hadn’t traded away my time to Royce. If there are no emotions for either of you, I don’t see the issue.”

“No,” I snarled.

He wasn’t fazed, but his son?

Royce struggled. His expression was devoid of any emotion, but his hand on the armrest was clenched in a fist, so hard it was white, and I could see the tendons straining.

Macalister focused on his son, his gaze moving from the tense fist up to meet his eyes. “You’ll continue your engagement and see it through the marriage. Everyone will believe she’s your wife, and she will be, but in name only. When we’re here, she’ll be mine.” His eyes were terrifying as he flexed his power. “Not yours.”

Holy. Fucking. Shit.

An earthquake of panic overtook me. Royce had warned me this could happen. He’d said his father might take me away from him. How he felt he truly owned everything Royce had.

“I imagine this isn’t appealing to you,” Macalister said. “In exchange for Marist, I would be willing to offer you stock.”

It bubbled up, escaping from me in a raging blur. “I’m not a piece of property that can be bought and sold.”

Macalister looked down his long nose at me. “Is that so? There’s a ring on your finger and a five-million-dollar deposit in your family’s bank account that says otherwise.”

Oh, my God. I doubled over, and the bile in my stomach threatened to erupt. His harsh truth cut me into a thousand pieces.

But I inhaled a shallow breath, forcing myself to stay calm. Royce would put a stop to this madness. Right now, that idea was the only thing holding me together. And as he sat there, staring at his father in disbelief, the wheels were turning in his head. I could see him considering and plotting. He was weighing different scenarios and working up solutions.

I just needed to give him more time.

“You’re married,” I spat at Macalister.

He waved the comment off. “Alice and I have an understanding. Neither of us wants to limit the other.”

“That doesn’t change the fact that I’m not, and never will be, interested.”

Why the hell did he look pleased? Perhaps he thrilled at the chase.

“I admitted I underestimated you, but now,” a pompous, sexual look spread across his face, “I believe you are doing the same.” The frightening desire in his gaze faded as it shifted back to his son. “How does twenty thousand shares sound?”

I didn’t know exactly what HBHC was trading at, but it was usually around a hundred dollars a share. Macalister hadn’t just offered his son two million dollars, he’d offered so much more. There was considerable power connected to the shares.

“No,” Royce said.

I let out a heavy, grateful breath.

Macalister’s jaw ticked with displeasure. “What would it take? Fifty?”

Royce’s chest moved with his rapid, uneven breath, but that was the only indication he wasn’t fine. He was calm and business-like when he spoke. “I want the house.”

No.

My heart careened through my body to my toes, hitting every painful spot on the way down. How could he? How could he sell me out, and how the fuck could he do it so easily?

“Which house?” His father’s expression was dubious. “This house?” When it was clear the answer was yes, he scowled. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

Royce’s clenched fist relaxed, just enough that the blood started to flow again, and hope sparked in me as I realized what this was.

A bluff.

“It’s worth about the same,” Royce offered.

That confirmed what he was doing, and more relief snaked through me. He’d picked one of the few things his father wouldn’t trade away. While the house might have similar monetary value, it had greater value elsewhere. Maybe sentimental, but I doubted it. Perhaps it was the power. If the house was put in Royce’s name, Macalister would be living under his son’s roof.

And he couldn’t abide that.

The thought must have hit Macalister at the same moment, because he turned so frigid, I expected to see his frosty breath on the air.

Royce had his father on the ropes and wasn’t going to let up until he could claim victory. “It’ll be mine eventually. Signing the house over to me is really just a formality.”

“I was too generous.” A humorless smile twisted on Macalister’s handsome face. “I didn’t have to offer you anything. It was my money that brought her here. You didn’t make the deal and you don’t have any leverage.”

“I don’t?” Royce’s smug smile was almost as evil as his father’s had been. “Maybe things aren’t working out, and I break off the engagement. Doesn’t make much sense for her to keep living here, does it?”

If I wasn’t here, Macalister couldn’t control. He wouldn’t be able to get at me.

“One hundred thousand shares.”

Royce turned to stone, but I flinched for him. That had to be more than ten million dollars, and at that volume, it’d increase his stake in the company considerably—all while decreasing his father’s.

Macalister’s unexpected swing had landed and caught Royce off guard. He blinked rapidly, trying to clear the disorientation from the blow. It was so much money and power.

“One hundred thousand.” He repeated his father’s words because there was no way he’d heard them correctly.

Realizing his opponent was stumbling backward, Macalister went on the attack. “You’d have the second highest controlling stake in the company after me.”

Outwardly, there wasn’t a change in Royce, but still—it was unmistakable. I was on the edge of a collapsing cliff, and rather than help me, he took a step back. Brutal, unforgiving awareness washed through me.

He was going to save himself.

I’d been warned by both of them. Royce had told me the only thing he cared about was taking over at the company, and Macalister had said his son would sell me out the first chance he got. But no amount of warning could prepare me for the cold, distant look in Royce’s eyes. It was like he was already counting his stacks of money.

He was already planning how he’d use this new influence to his advantage.

Whatever deal they’d strike, they’d both lose. I’d never let Macalister get what he wanted, and Royce’s betrayal would be too much. But this wasn’t about winning me. It was a power struggle between father and son, and I was merely a pawn to battle over.

I had to do something, stop this from happening. He’d tell me the truth if it was only us. It burst from me. “I’d like to speak to Royce alone.”

“No.”

The word came instantly, but not from Macalister, and my insides broke like glass. Shock turned my head toward Royce. No? How could he deny me after everything I’d done for him? I’d waited. I’d let him keep me in the dark. I’d saved him from the worst of it in the dining room downstairs.

My voice shook just as I did. “You owe me at least a conversation.”

The man who I believed lived inside him, the one who’d been so caring in the wine cellar, was nowhere to be found. A terrified voice in my mind cried out that maybe he never existed at all. I’d been manipulated. I’d always known he was a spectacular liar. Perhaps the Hale who’d been telling me the truth was the one seated behind the desk and not the boy currently obliterating my heart.

Royce’s tone was impersonal. “I don’t owe you anything.”

The engagement ring on my hand was suddenly so tight and heavy, I wanted it gone. Hot tears stung my eyes.

“Don’t do this,” I whispered, but hearing my plea did nothing to break through his façade. I fractured, and hopelessness seeped through each crack, forcing them wider.

“Tell me again,” Macalister’s tone was condescending, “how it’s just about sex.”

His father’s challenge was the final blow.

“One hundred thousand shares,” Royce demanded, “and I want that in writing.” He said it fast, like a bandage being yanked off a wound, but it didn’t make the pain any easier.

I went numb as Macalister stood and held out his hand.

No, I wanted to scream, but horror held my tongue captive. He was going to destroy everything.

They say when someone shows you who they really are, you should believe them. Now I’d have no choice.

It all moved so slowly and too fast at the same time. Royce rose from his seat and clasped his father’s hand. Whatever was the truth between us, it died in that moment. It hurt to breathe, but then I didn’t have to because my body refused to work. Every system ground to a halt and shut down.

Like I wasn’t even in the room, Macalister gestured to the prenup on the desk. “I’ll have this revised to reflect your new assets.”

Royce nodded. He turned and started for the door, refusing to look at me. Maybe he couldn’t, or maybe he didn’t fucking care.

“Royce,” I hissed.

He paused.

I stared at his back, waiting for him to face me. I should have known he wouldn’t. It was win at all costs, and the cost had been me.

For the third time in my life, he walked out the door without glancing back, leaving me gutted.

With his exit, the atmosphere in the room changed and became more dangerous.

I was on my own. But it also made it easier to focus and respond to the threat when I didn’t have anyone else to rely on. I glared at Macalister, who looked at me with desire and victory, like I was a million-dollar bonus he’d earned.

My chest heaved in labored breaths, and with it, I found strength in my anger. Maybe I’d grow hard and truly become Medusa. I’d find the power to become a monster and turn my enemies to stone.

I’d never spoken truer words. “You’ll never own me.”

Macalister took a moment to consider my statement before he pushed back from his desk and stood. He sauntered toward me, his piercing eyes teeming with domination, and by the time I realized I should run, it was already too late.

“Everyone has a price, Marist. Tonight, we found Royce’s.” He leaned over and placed his hands on the armrests of my chair, imprisoning me beneath him. “Now I start looking for yours.”

*     *     *
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Sucked Into Love
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Chapter One


Josie

I was startled by the feelings of nostalgia that hit me as I made my way up the steps of my childhood home. My safe haven for the first fourteen years of my life—back when I’d been naïve and thought I was invincible. Before I’d learned that life could be cruel and the people you love the most could shatter your trust. I glanced behind me to look outside as I walked through the door, and the image of the police officers standing there when they’d come to tell my dad and me that my mom had been in an accident was etched in my brain.

That was the moment when everything had changed. This house had become the place where I watched my dad struggle to adjust during those short summer months before I started high school. And then where I’d so desperately wanted to stay when my dad had delivered his bombshell. He’d decided that it would be best to send me to boarding school one hundred thirty miles away from home. Away from him, my friends and any comfort that would have helped me learn to deal with my loss. But he hadn’t seemed to care about how I’d dealt with my mom’s death since he’d been too wrapped up in his own pain.

The transition to high school was difficult enough for any teenager without suffering such a loss and being shipped off to a school that had strict rules, tough academics, and no friends from home. At first, the only solace I found was on the ice. It was where I felt the closest to my mom and could lose myself as I threw everything I was into my training. I would never have survived that first year without my ice skating.

Once the school year was over, I was stunned to learn that my dad had packed my calendar full of activities. Private sessions, summer camps, and competitions. It seemed like an endless cycle he had created so he didn’t have to see me. Didn’t have to deal with the fact that I was the spitting image of my mom—the woman he’d loved to distraction. And the person, I was convinced, he thought my skating had killed because she’d been out picking up my costume for a competition when the accident had happened. As much as I loved to skate, I felt like he was using it to punish me for her death. But I couldn’t see it that way since she had loved skating almost more than I did. So I steeled myself against the pain and threw myself into my training.

Until I found myself cast adrift once again, unable to skate competitively anymore due to a knee injury I received during one of those summer camps that refused to heal properly. My punishment was complete. I lost my coping mechanism—the one thing that connected me to my mom. Even though my dad had picked Brower because of their coaching staff, he still wasn’t willing to let me come home. He’d changed during the year I was away, becoming someone I barely knew. My adoring father had turned into a bitter, angry man who no longer looked at me with love in his eyes.

I couldn’t bear the accusation I saw staring back at me whenever I managed to meet his gaze in the rare times we were together. So I didn’t argue about returning to school even though I knew it would never be the same. I spent so much time on the ice last year that I didn’t really get to know anyone on campus besides the other skaters who were just like I was—too busy for friendships.

It was another twist of fate that saved me from the oblivion that awaited me my sophomore year. Two, actually. The first was Cecily Thompson. She was a transfer to the school and assigned to be my new roommate. She blew into our room like a whirlwind with her parents and brothers helping her after I was already settled in. She was flat-out gorgeous with startling, green eyes, long, fiery locks, and a creamy, blemish-free complexion, and she was dressed in the latest fashion. She looked like she’d stepped out of a Disney movie or something, and my life was completely the opposite of that. I was instantly convinced that we were going to hate each other—and she was just as equally certain that we were going to be best friends for life. Luckily, she won that battle.

During the course of our friendship, I learned that Cee-Cee won most battles. Especially the early ones, like when she insisted that, since her nickname was Cee-Cee, everyone should start calling me Josie instead of Jocelyn. She thought our names sounded better together that way. She also refused to let me pine away in our room, and she dragged me to every campus event she possibly could. Eventually, she even managed to convince me to go to an open skate session so I could show her my moves.

I wasn’t able to skate competitively, but I still looked good on the ice. And that’s where the second twist of fate came into play. One that would change my life forever.

Cee-Cee started up a conversation with the trainer who helped the school’s ice hockey teams. She chatted him up because he was a hot twenty-something guy and she was shameless, but when I skated over and she introduced me, nobody could have known that that moment would spark my career path.

And now here I was, returning to my hometown with all my belongings packed into my car to move back into the house I’d eventually figured I’d never live in again and hoped it would only be for a short time now. I just received my Doctorate in Physical Therapy and had an interview next week at the local minor league hockey team. One I was convinced I would nail because I was uniquely positioned to understand the needs of hockey players. My years spent on the ice as a child and the time I’d spent helping school teams over the years would come in handy now. Plus, it didn’t hurt that I had a friend back from my Brower days who had been drafted to play for them a couple of years ago and told me about the job in the first place.

The house was quiet. My dad had let me know that he had to go out of town for a couple of weeks, and I couldn’t stop myself from wondering if he’d scheduled his trip for my return in the hope that I’d get the job and find an apartment while he was gone. His text telling me he would be gone had crushed the small amount of hope I’d had that things would be different now that I was grown.

The trill of my cell phone pulled me out of my woolgathering. I dropped the bags I’d been holding and grabbed my phone out of my purse. As I glanced at the screen, I wasn’t surprised to see that it was Cee-Cee calling me. She had been beyond thrilled when I’d told her I was moving back to Chicago since she had just taken a job with a PR firm here.

“Hey,” I answered after connecting the call. “Do you have a tracking device on me I don’t know about?”

“Nope. Just BFSP,” she retorted.

“BFSP?” I asked even though I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what the heck she was talking about.

I heard Cee-Cee’s laughter filter through the line. “Best Friend Sensory Perception. So be warned, because I know what’s going on with you even before you do.”

“How in the world do you come up with this stuff? And why does it actually make sense?” I replied.

“You know I’m always right, Jo-Jo,” she teased.

“Ugh, except when you use that blasted nickname,” I complained. “You know I hate it. Anything but that!”

The silence on the other end of the line worried me. A silent Cee-Cee was usually a plotting one and almost never meant anything good for me. “I promise to never, ever call you Jo-Jo again if you’ll do me a teeny tiny favor.”

“What’s the favor?” I demanded.

“Now, don’t say it like that. You make it sound like I’m going to ask you to go to prison for me or something,” she grumbled.

“Like that’s out of the question? There was that time you asked me to be your alibi,” I reminded her.

Cee-Cee gasped in outrage. “You didn’t even have to talk to the cops for God’s sake!”

“But I would have if they’d come calling,” I retorted.

“And that’s why you’re my best friend. But if you’ll recall, I decided against keying the douchebag’s car, so nobody would have come knocking on your door anyway,” she pointed out.

I thanked my lucky stars that she hadn’t done anything stupid back when she’d finally dumped her college boyfriend. I’d never been quite sure what she had seen in him except that he was hot. They really hadn’t had very much in common. Cee-Cee had a plan for her life and was willing to work for what she wanted, but he’d been content to do nothing related to school or work. He’d had a free ride to our school with a football scholarship and acted like the world owed him everything—and like Cee-Cee should have been thankful that he was willing to date her. Douchebag wasn’t a strong enough word for him, and I was happy that she was finally free of him, but it hurt to watch the effect it had on her dating life. He’d taught her not to trust after she’d spent so much time listening to all the negative things he’d had to say about her, and she didn’t let guys get too close emotionally anymore.

“I think we lost track of our conversation somewhere. What was the favor you wanted to ask me?”

“Soooooo,” she drawled. “There’s this nightclub downtown.”

“Of course there is,” I said.

“The Box,” she continued. “It’s the hottest place in town, and I have the chance to pitch to the owner next week.”

“You want me to go to a club called The Box?” I snickered.

“Josie,” she huffed. “Get your mind out of the gutter. That’s my job. The guy used to play hockey.”

The light bulb went off in my head as I got the play on words. “That’s actually pretty clever since I’m sure most people’s thoughts drift down the same path I took.”

“Nah. He’s famous enough around town that they know what he meant when he picked the name. The newspapers are always running stories about him because he owns a bunch of bars and restaurants and played here in town before he got injured,” she explained.

Her words stirred sympathy inside me. On the surface, it seemed like the man she’d described and I had nothing in common. I was a newly graduated physical therapist looking for a job, and he was the rich playboy with the world in the palm of his hand. But I knew the agony he must have felt when his hockey career was sidelined because of an injury. It was heartening to think that he had turned his loss into a hospitality empire while I’d turned mine into a mission to help other hockey players so they didn’t suffer the same fate. In a way, it made me feel connected to him.

“And that’s why you’ve just got to do it,” Cee-Cee continued, and I realized that I’d completely missed what she was asking me to do while my mind had drifted.

“Sorry,” I apologized. “Can you repeat that?”

Cee-Cee growled at me in frustration. “Weren’t you listening at all?” she complained. “I have the chance to pitch to his nightclub for the firm. It’s unheard of for someone as new as I am to get this chance, especially since his club is the it place right now. But he’s looking to grow his bachelorette party business, and my boss figured I’m the closest thing to the target market on this one, so he’s giving me a chance.”

“That’s wonderful news,” I congratulated her. “But I don’t get how I can help you with your pitch.”

“I need to get a better feel for what the experience is like at the club,” she explained.

I felt a moment’s relief that she was just asking me to go out for a night on the town with her. “Oh, sure. Let’s plan on going there tomorrow night then?”

“You really need to learn to pay closer attention when I’m talking,” Cee-Cee grumbled.

“So you don’t want me to go to the club with you?” I wanted to know, confused by what I could have possibly missed.

“Yes, but it needs to be tonight,” she clarified. “And for a bachelorette party.”

“Who’s getting married?” I asked, hoping that it at least was someone I knew.

Her moment of silence should have warned me that I wasn’t going to like the answer. “You are.”

“What?!” I shrieked. “I’m not getting married!”

“Not married married. I just need you to be the bachelorette for the party,” she replied, but her response didn’t make any sense to me.

“I don’t get it,” I said. “You want me to come to a bachelorette party you are throwing at the hottest nightclub downtown. And I’m the guest of honor? So you’ll be better prepared to pitch your company’s services to the owner?”

“Yes, exactly,” she agreed.

“But that’s just crazy.”

Cee-Cee sighed deeply. “Let me make this easier for you. Are you my best friend in the whole wide world?”

“You know I am.”

“And do you want me to do well at my job?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” I answered, even knowing that she was about to back me into a corner just like she always did.

“Then please, please, please help me,” she begged. “The only way I’m going to feel prepared for this presentation is if I get an inside peek into what it’s like to be at a bachelorette party at The Box. And I can’t do that without a bachelorette. Since I don’t happen to have one lying around, I need you to help me out here. Please.”

Cee-Cee had come up with plenty of crazy adventures for us in the past, but I never thought I’d hear her beg me to be a fake bachelorette. “You’re going to throw a pretend party?”

“Oh, it will be real enough. It’s just that everyone there will think we’re celebrating your last night as a single woman when we’re really scoping out the place and enjoying our first time to hang out now that we live in the same city again.”

“You do know you’re crazy right?” I asked. “I’m a horrible liar.”

“You won’t have to do a thing except dress the part, drink free shots, and have loads of fun,” she promised.

When she put it like that, she made it sound so reasonable. This was why she always got her way. She was so darn persuasive when she wanted to be. And persistent. Which was just about all the time.

“Fine, but if someone asks hard questions about my fiancé or our wedding, you better be there to answer them.”

“Woohoo! I knew I could count on you,” she crowed. “I’ll be there in an hour to pick you up.”

“Help me get ready, you mean,” I teased.

“That too,” she agreed before hanging up.

*     *     *

By the time Cee-Cee made it to my house, I’d brought all my stuff inside and unpacked. It was very strange to be back in a room I’d last decorated when I was a preteen. I hoped that I got the job so I could move out soon. With my dad avoiding me like this, it would be a good thing to have space of my own. Besides which, I was an adult, so it was time for me to move out now that I’d graduated from college.

Luckily, I’d also grabbed a quick shower and dried my hair because it had been a long drive. The idea of hitting a club after having been in the car all day without cleaning up grossed me out. Seeing as Cee-Cee was the world’s least patient person, odds were heavily against her waiting around while I took one after she got here.

“Jo-Jo!” she squealed before wrapping me in a big hug. “Damn, I missed having you around. Why did you want to stay in school an extra three years again?”

“Gah! Enough with that dreadful nickname,” I grumbled as I hugged her back tight. This was the kind of warm welcome I’d so desperately needed but hadn’t gotten from my dad. “And you know I didn’t really want to stay in school for so long, but I would never get a job working with athletes without a graduate degree.”

“I know, I know. But at least you’re done now and ready to take on a bunch of overgrown lugs as soon as they hire you to work for the Cavaliers,” she offered.

“Overgrown lugs?” I asked, raising my eyebrows in inquiry since it was very unlike her to say. She’d always gone for the athletic guys back in school, so it was weird hearing her talk like that.

“There’s this guy,” Cee-Cee started. “Hot. I met him last weekend and there was just something there. It was different than any other guy I’ve met before. I don’t know how to explain what happened.”

“And?” I wanted her to continue because what she’d said hadn’t explained her sarcasm.

“And nothing. He’d be perfect for me…except he’s younger.”

“So you didn’t want to rob the cradle?” I teased and then immediately felt guilty when I saw tears well up in her pretty, green eyes. I was stunned as one slid down her cheek. Cee-Cee rarely cried, and I wasn’t sure what to think. “I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

She swept the lone tear away and offered me a small smile. “It’s not even that. He’s only a few years younger than I am, and I’d have no problem with the age difference except that it means he isn’t ready for a real relationship and I am.”

“Isn’t it a little soon to write him off if you just met him last weekend?”

“I’m not going to make time for a guy like that, and I certainly shouldn’t be crying over him. Not after spending only a handful of hours hanging out with him. It just hurt that he spent the whole night flirting with me and making me feel like I was the only woman in a crowded bar. And then I found him with his arms wrapped around someone else when I came out of the bathroom,” she explained. “It doesn’t really matter. I’ll probably never see him again, and twenty-two-year-old athletes aren’t exactly known for being monogamous anyway.”

She certainly had a point. Working with athletes, I spent a lot of my time around guys who took full advantage of the girls who were always throwing themselves at them. There were a few who preferred to have a steady girlfriend, but by and large, my experience had been that most of them wanted easy instead. Especially at that age.

“I’m here for you if you need me. You know that, right?”

“I know. How could I not know when you’re willing to go outside your comfort zone for me tonight?” she replied.

I groaned in response. “How far out of that zone am I going?”

When she pulled out a bag full of bachelorette party supplies, I knew I was going to regret saying yes. And as I walked into the club later that night, I couldn’t help but think that, once again, Cee-Cee had caught me at a weak moment. It was the only explanation I had for how I ended up here, dressed in a way that meant I was definitely going to be the center of attention when I so desperately wanted to stay home.

Instead, I was at a bachelorette party being held at one of the hottest nightclubs in Chicago. Only it wasn’t your run-of-the-mill bachelorette party since none of us were getting married anytime soon. Or even engaged. I hated lying as much as I disliked being the center of attention. Yet here I was—playing fake bachelorette so my best friend could get the inside scoop before making a pitch to the owner next week.


Chapter Two


Andrew

After a shit day that had started with an emergency that required my intervention, the last thing I wanted to do tonight was stop by one of my clubs. There had been a massive mistake with an order for a private party this weekend, so I’d spent most of the day fixing someone else’s fuck-up at one of my restaurants. And since the manager at the club I was heading to right now only started a month ago, I didn’t really have a choice about stopping in tonight because I hadn’t made it there last night.

I learned that lesson the hard way with the first bar I’d bought when my hands-off approach had almost killed the business. I hadn’t realized that the manager was running it into the ground. Not that I would have been able to spend that much time around the place back then since my main priority had been the team, but there was no way I was going to let something with my name on it go down like that.

I’d fired his ass and promptly taken my dad’s advice on how to fix the problem. I put someone I could trust in his place. Mark Anderson had been my best friend since we were little kids growing up next door to each other. While I had been chasing my dream on the ice, he had gone to school to get his MBA. Although he didn’t know anything about running a bar, he knew how to manage people. So I put him in charge and he hired someone with bar experience to work under him and teach him the ropes. Mark had the most important qualification to manage my first bar—he knew me well enough to be able to guess what I would want to have done without having to ask me about every single damn thing.

Tonight was the first time I regretted how well our arrangement worked. Mark had whipped the first place into shape so well that, when the opportunity had come up for me to buy the next one, I’d jumped at the chance. Before I’d known it, I’d owned a hospitality company with a variety of restaurants and clubs that were well known throughout Chicago. And Mark was my right-hand guy. The one I would normally call if I didn’t want to deal with this bullshit, but I’d promised him that he could have the whole weekend off to spend time with his girlfriend since she was pissed about his hours.

If I ever considered getting into a relationship, I just had to look at what was going on with Mark and Lisa to remember why they weren’t worth the hassle. Mark’s hours hadn’t changed in the last five years. They started dating a year ago. If you did the math, you’d quickly realize that she was already trying to change him when she didn’t even have his ring on her finger. I could only hope that never happened either, because I didn’t see good things in my best friend’s future if it did. Even though I knew it would piss him off, I’d have to tell him exactly what I thought of that bitch if it ever went that far.

It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy women. I did—a wide variety and as frequently as I wanted. It wasn’t as often as it used to be back when I played hockey, but the lure of an easy lay had lost its appeal after so many years. I hadn’t found a woman yet who made me want to turn in my bachelor status though. Hell, I rarely even wanted them around after a few hours of fucking. When I was playing professionally, my focus was on the game, and women were just a convenient way to blow off some steam and get my rocks off.

Ever since I started playing in the juniors, I’d barely needed to crook my finger at a woman to get her to drop her panties for me—especially the puck bunnies who wanted to score a player as a boyfriend. Being rich didn’t hurt either. I might have left the game after that last concussion, but I still had hot chicks throwing themselves at me all the time. It came in handy when I needed a beautiful woman on my arm since I didn’t really want more than a few nights at the most with any of them.

Lately though, I’ve started to find the whole thing a little boring. I could practically write the script for how tonight would go if I wanted to play the game. I’d get to my club, make sure the new manager was doing his job the way I wanted it done, have a drink or two to unwind after the crappy day I’d had, and then take my pick of the women who were sending me the right signals. We’d head to her place or a hotel, fuck for a few hours, and then I’d make my escape. If she were exceptionally good in bed, I might grab her number before leaving so we could go another round or two. Most men would give just about anything to trade places with me, and I was quickly reaching the point where I wondered if it was even worth the bother anymore.

I set aside my thoughts as I pulled up to the valet stand at The Box. One of the perks of owning the place was that I could trust the attendants, because the guys all knew that, if they fucked up my Ferrari, they wouldn’t just lose their jobs. I had a quick temper, and my reputation from being the enforcer of my team before I retired meant they were more than a little scared of me.

I tossed the keys to one of the guys as I got out of the car and gave him a quick nod of my head in greeting. Then I watched as he carefully climbed into the Spider and pulled it into a spot that was maybe fifty feet from the entrance. Chuckling lightly, I glanced at the line stretched as far as the eye could see before I walked towards the bouncers who were manning the door.

“Mr. Rourke,” he greeted me as I headed inside and I nodded my head in reply.

The place was packed, which was to be expected for a Friday night. I scanned the room, making sure everyone looked like they were having fun, and my eyes snagged on hair the color of warm caramel flowing down the back of what appeared to be a trim body. She was turned away from me, talking to a group of girls, but my eyes kept drifting back to her. The heels she was wearing did amazing things for her toned legs. The shorts she had on were a bit longer than what most of the other women had chosen, but they didn’t deter from her sexiness from what I could see.

It wasn’t rare for some hot chick to catch my eye when I was there. With the way women dressed to get noticed by men, it happened pretty regularly. But before I realized what I was doing, I had made it halfway across the room to her group. It was like I was being drawn to her by a string that was attached to both of us and I couldn’t stop myself.

As she turned to walk to the dance floor with her friends, I quickly realized that she wasn’t dressed to try to pick guys up because it was damn clear she was already taken. The tiara and bachelorette sash she was wearing left no doubt that she wasn’t available, and for some unknown reason, I felt a surge of white-hot anger at the thought that she belonged to someone else.

Crystal-clear, blue eyes locked with mine for a moment as she stopped mid-step before one of her friends grabbed her hand and pulled her onto the dance floor. I knew I should tear my gaze away from her because there wasn’t any point in looking at what I couldn’t have, but I found myself glancing her way repeatedly over the next half hour as I spoke with my new manager, Derek, over by the bar.

The girls finally made their way back to their table when I sat down at the bar to order a drink. At this point in the night, I’d normally head up to the office, where I kept my favorites. I stayed down here because she’d caught my attention and I didn’t want to leave yet.

“Bring me the bottle of the Sam Adams Utopias from my office,” I commanded.

The bartender ran off to get me what I wanted since we didn’t carry it on the menu. It wasn’t something you could really order anywhere, but I had developed a taste for it, so I kept a bottle on hand at most of my places since I liked to indulge in whatever I wanted when I wanted it as often as possible.

The bartender returned quickly and slid a bottle and snifter my way. Although it was technically a beer, Utopias didn’t taste anything like one. It was closer to a fine cognac with a higher alcohol content than beer and a complex, malty flavor. I poured myself a glass and sipped it slowly as I allowed my gaze to travel across the room and back to her again. My caramel-locked temptress.

I almost spit my drink out when I saw what she was pulling over her head. She had removed the bachelorette sash off and replaced it with a white shirt that had Lifesavers attached to it. Several guys at the table next to her group whooped in delight as they saw her shirt.

The woman next to her shouted out, “Suck for a buck, guys!” and they rushed over to her table.

I watched for a moment, stunned to see one of the guys reach out and stroke a piece of candy on her stomach with a finger. When he pulled his wallet from his pocket and handed over some cash to her friend, I noticed that she took a step back to create some space between herself and the guy. Her cheeks were flushed a bright red and she hugged herself tight in protection. From where I sat, it looked like her friends were taking her last night a little too far for comfort and I didn’t like it one bit. She might belong to some other guy, but I felt the need to offer her some assistance.

“Derek,” I growled, and my manager came over to me quickly. “See that bachelorette party over there?” I asked as I nodded my head in their direction.

“Yes, sir. It looks like they’re having a good time and are going to be good for business tonight with all the guys who want to buy her a shot,” he replied. “The shy ones usually pull at the guys the most. They all want the chance to see if they can make her come out of her shell even if she’s getting married soon.”

I felt a dull roar of rage crash through my brain at his words. I was not going to dangle her like bait at all the guys here tonight so we could sell more drinks. Hell no.

“Well, that’s just too damn bad then, because you’re going to walk over there and offer her party VIP treatment if they ditch the damn ‘suck for a buck’ shirt and head over to the balcony.”

“But, Mr. Rourke, that doesn’t make any sense. Bottle service up there runs a couple thousand dollars for the night.”

“You’re going to do it because I told you that it’s what I want. I own this place, not you. So get over there. Now,” I ordered as I watched another guy pull another piece of fucking candy from that damn shirt.

My gaze never left her as Derek walked over and spoke to the group. I noticed she heaved what looked to me like a deep sigh of relief and spoke quietly into the ear of the blonde standing next to her. Her friend nodded, and the men surrounding them hunched their shoulders and grumbled as they walked away. She very quickly removed the shirt and handed it over to Derek.

A growl moved up my throat as Derek used this opportunity to get her hands on him. The bastard. When he held his arm out, she wrapped a hand around his elbow and he escorted the group over to the bouncer standing at the bottom of the VIP section. The guy had worked for me at another bar before making the move over here, and he looked my way for permission after Derek talked to him. After I gave him a slight nod, he stepped aside to let the girls upstairs.

I loosened my Robert Talbot silk tie and realized that the color in the blue stripes made me think of her eyes. I couldn’t call her anything but “her” and “she” because I had no idea what her name even was. I never would because she was going to walk out of here and go marry her fiancé. And I was going to go home to an empty penthouse because I’d never bothered to build a relationship of any kind with any of the women I’d slept with. And although I’d grown tired of the game, I never wanted any of them enough to make a change in my way of life.

Until the moment I laid my eyes on her and felt the pull of our chemistry from across my crowded club. At her own goddamn bachelorette party. Of all the rotten luck.


Chapter Three


Josie

The last couple of weeks had flown by since I arrived back in town. I thought my interview with the Cavaliers medical team had gone very well, but I hadn’t heard back yet. My dad had come back to town for one night and then left again for another extended trip, claiming that the life of a traveling salesman was on the road. We’d barely spoken when he was home, and I was sad to feel relief when he was gone again.

Cee-Cee and I had gone out to lunch a couple of times, but she was busy with work. Apparently, our fake bachelorette party at The Box had paid off because her firm had gotten the contract. Her boss had been thrilled with the outcome and given her a promotion, so she was handling the account since she’d landed it.

It was weird having so much free time to myself. I’d spent the last seven years working so hard to reach the goal of being a physical therapist that I hadn’t often found myself with spare time. I swam frequently at the community pool in our neighborhood, happy to have an outlet that didn’t put pressure on my knee. With all the humidity, it had been aching lately, so I didn’t want to push it too much with high-impact exercises. I caught up on all the television shows I never got to watch and loaded my Kindle down with a ton of books I wanted to read.

I also went apartment hunting downtown. It was nice to live rent-free here at my dad’s place, but there was no way I could handle it long term. The ideal solution would be to live with Cee-Cee like we had back in high school, but she already had a roommate, so that was out too. I did check out her apartment building in the hope that I’d find a unit I could afford, but all the studios were occupied. My only hope was that I got the job offer soon and it paid more than I was expecting, but I was starting to worry that they weren’t going to offer me the position.

I grabbed my cell phone off the kitchen counter and pulled up Alec in my contact list. If they had hired someone already, he would know.

“Hey, Jo,” he greeted.

“Hi, Alec,” I replied. “I’m sorry my first call since I’ve gotten back to town is to bother you, but I was wondering if you had heard anything about who the team was going to hire for the team’s physical therapist.”

“They haven’t brought anyone in to meet the players yet,” he reassured me. “Do you want me to ask around and see if I can find out?”

Ever since Alec and I had struck up a friendship in high school, he’d always looked out for me just like I imagined a brother would. So I wasn’t surprised by his offer.

“No, don’t do that. You know me. I’m a worrier, but I guess it really hasn’t been that long since my interview.”

“You’re perfect for the position. They’d be fools not to offer it to you. And we know they aren’t that because they drafted me,” he teased.

“Well, if they were smart enough to pick you, then obviously, I will get the job,” I replied.

“Unless they figure out the only reason you really want the job is to get your hands on my hot body again,” he joked.

I’d only ever touched him innocently during workouts and stuff back in high school and somehow never thought of Alec romantically, but even I had to admit that he was right in calling himself hot. His bright-blue eyes, dark-brown hair, and a body that was toned from all of his hours on the ice were a combination that drove the girls crazy back in high school. I was sure it had only gotten worse as he’d gotten older.

“Nah. I wouldn’t want to fight off the mob of women that follows you around.”

“A mob of beautiful women?” Alec chuckled. “I like the sound of that.”

“Some things never change,” I reminded him. “You always liked the groupies who hung around.”

“Well, as long as the sexiest one of them all wasn’t going to give me the time of day, then I figured I might as well keep myself occupied.”

I was surprised to hear that there was a girl back in school who Alec liked and wasn’t interested in him. “I’m sure you must be wrong. I can’t think of very many girls you didn’t date except for Cee-Cee and me. And we both know we don’t count,” I said right before I heard the beep on my line letting me know that another call was coming through. I glanced down but didn’t recognize the number. “You must be my good-luck charm. I think this is the team calling me now!”

“Well, hang up already so you can accept their offer. I’ll see you soon, babe,” he replied.

“Thanks, Alec. Talk to you later,” I told him before clicking over. “Hello, this is Josie.”

“Ms. Devereaux, this is Dr. Morrison with the Chicago Cavaliers. I was part of the group that interviewed you last week.”

“Hello, Dr. Morrison,” I responded. “How can I help you today?”

“I’m glad I was able to catch you instead of leaving a message. We were impressed with your credentials before you sat down with us. Your education combined with your experience working with hockey players makes you a perfect fit for our organization. The position is yours if you want it,” he offered.

“I’m definitely interested,” I answered before we discussed the details of the position—what the travel requirements would be, salary, vacation. All of those pesky details that needed to be considered before I could accept. Luckily, what they offered was even better than I’d expected. “Yes, I’ll take the job. I’m really looking forward to working with the team.”

And just like that, I had my first position as a physical therapist. My dream had been realized and I would be working with athletes to create prevention and recovery programs that might allow them to stay on the ice longer—something I desperately wished someone had been able to do for me when I was younger.

I sent a quick text to Cee-Cee and then Alec to let them know the news. I debated a moment before pulling up my dad’s number and punching the green button to connect the call. I listened as the line rang twice before going to voicemail—something that only happened when a call was ignored.

“Hey, Dad. It’s Josie. I just found out I got the job with the Cavaliers, so it looks like I’ll be moving out of the house soon. If you get a chance, give me a call back, okay?”

Alec texted right away to ask that I let him know when my first day would be so he could make sure he was at the rink, and Cee-Cee called to congratulate me. We made plans to go out to celebrate her promotion and my new job but didn’t set a firm date since our schedules were up in the air.

But even after several days had passed, my dad still hadn’t returned my call. It killed me to know how far apart we had drifted over the years since my mom had died. I knew she would hate seeing us like this, but I didn’t know what to do to fix it other than to keep reaching out and hoping that, eventually, he’d take my hand.

*     *     *

It felt like forever, but my first day of work finally arrived. I was incredibly excited to start and arrived at the rink almost fifteen minutes early. I put several of my dad’s guilt gifts to good use today, too. I parked my black Gucci Fiat in the employee lot and grabbed my Michael Kors bag from the passenger’s seat. I was dressed to impress this morning in my favorite Tahari suit—the charcoal-grey blazer and trousers were extremely professional-looking while the lacy, floral-print top added a feminine flair. Most importantly, I felt like I looked my best as I walked through the doors of the stadium where the team played.

“Hey, Jo,” I heard as strong arms grasped me from behind and I was lifted off my feet.

“Alec!” I shrieked in surprise. “What are you doing here so early?”

When he put me back down on the ground, I spun around to give him a big hug. “I figured things hadn’t changed that much over the years and odds were you’d get here at least a little early. You always did back when you helped out the team at Brower.”

“It’s so good to see you,” I said as I felt a huge smile spread across my face. It really was good to see someone I knew even though it had been years.

“Look at you, all grown up and even more beautiful than ever,” Alec complimented me.

“Me? Look at you! I can hardly believe it. You’re a professional hockey player now. Just like you said you would be back in high school.”

His blue eyes twinkled with humor. “And you’re our newest physical therapist. Just like you always wanted.”

“It feels damn good to be here, too,” I admitted.

“I mentioned to my parents that you’re working here now and they were so happy for you,” he told me.

I’d met his parents a few times at games when we were younger. They were dedicated hockey parents who sometimes had to split their time between his games for Brower and his older brother’s up in Chicago. I’d even gone out to eat with them a time or two and enjoyed how proud they were of Alec. It was obvious how close knit their family was even though they supported Alec attending high school at Brower so he could play hockey there. A decision that had apparently paid off since he was playing for the Cavaliers now.

“Tell them thank you for me, will you?” I asked.

Alec shook his head in response. “How about you tell them yourself? They’re throwing a barbeque this weekend and wanted me to ask if you’d come.”

“When is it?” It didn’t really matter since I had no set plans for the weekend.

“Saturday at noon,” he answered. “Can I let them know you’ll be there?”

“Absolutely! It will be nice to see them again.”

“Some of the guys will be there too along with their families. So it will be a good chance for you to get to know them better before the season starts,” he explained. “I’ll text you the details later. You’d better get going or you’re going to be late for your first day.”

I pulled my phone out of my bag to check the time and almost freaked out because he was right. I hadn’t realized how long we’d spent chatting. I gave Alec a quick hug and dashed off so I wouldn’t be late. Not that it mattered that much because I spent the whole morning filling out paperwork with Human Resources. It wasn’t until almost lunchtime that I met one of the trainers so he could give me a tour of the facilities.

“Hey,” he greeted me as he walked up. His eyes scanned me from head to toe and lit up with appreciation for what he saw. He wasn’t too bad-looking himself either with wavy, sandy-blond hair and green eyes. He was dressed in dark-blue athletic shorts and a light-blue Cavaliers shirt. I could tell he worked out often because of how muscular his arms and legs were, which made sense considering his profession. “I’m Mike. You must be our new PT, Jocelyn?”

I offered him my hand to shake. “Josie please.”

“Josie it is, then,” he replied as he flashed me an easygoing grin. “Dr. M wanted me to give you a tour of the place and then I’ll show you where we usually eat. If that’s okay with you?”

“Sure, that’s fine,” I answered.

We talked a little about our careers and education as Mike showed me the workout facilities, the locker room, and my office.

“How did you manage to land this position straight out of school, Josie?” he asked as we walked to the employee dining room.

“Well…” I stalled since I was a little flustered by the directness of his question. “My best guess is I was the most qualified candidate. I have my doctorate in physical therapy, spent years on the ice myself, and have worked with dozens of hockey players going back since high school.”

“Sorry,” he apologized. “That came out wrong. Rumor around the rink is you have an in with one of the players, so I figured you were his girlfriend or something and he put in a good word for you.”

I had forgotten that the gossip mill on a team could be worse than a small town. “Yes, I do know one of the players because we went to high school together. No, he isn’t my boyfriend, and if he put in a good word for me, it’s because he knows I’m damn good at my job.”

“Josie,” he said as he reached for my arm right outside the door to the dining room. “I really am sorry that I spoke out of turn that way. You seem like the whole package. Smart, beautiful, and nice. Just be careful around these guys, okay? It might not be bad if everyone thinks you’re already taken because then they won’t hit on you all the time.”

“Thanks for the concern, Mike, but I’ll be able to handle the guys fine. I’ve spent years working with athletes, so I know what to expect,” I assured him as I slowly opened the door and conversation from within drifted our way.

“Did you see the chick they hired as our new PT?” someone said before whistling. “Damn, she’s smoking hot. I may just have to hurt myself during practice so I can get me some alone time if you know what I’m saying.”

Mike quirked an eyebrow at me in an ‘I told you so’ gesture as I started to step forward. I stopped when I heard someone grunt, and when I peeked around the door, I saw Alec pushing another guy up against a wall.

“She’s off-limits, man. Enjoy the puck bunnies as much as you want, but Josie is not here for your enjoyment. She worked hard to get this job, and I’m not gonna sit by and watch as anyone harasses her. Got it?”

“Not your boyfriend?” Mike whispered in my ear.

“More like a protective brother,” I answered before walking in the room.

“Josie?” another player exclaimed in surprise as I entered the room.

I glanced away from where Alec was letting his teammate go and saw Jason Campbell. We knew each other from when I’d been working on my doctorate at Blythe College and helped his roommate with a knee injury, but I had no idea Jason was playing for the Cavaliers now.

“Jason,” I greeted him with a hug. “Wow. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

“Yeah, it was kind of a surprise to me too. I never figured I’d have the chance to play after college, but I was in town visiting Luka and Aubrey and he talked me into skating during a local showcase. Next thing I knew, I had an offer to skate with them during training camp this summer,” he explained.

“That’s fantastic, Jason,” I congratulated him.

“You know Luka. He had it all planned out. He’d already gotten Alec to talk to their coach about me and sent over some tape of us playing, my stats, and even asked our coach over at Blythe to give him a call. It was a total setup job from the start because he knew I’d jump at the chance to play for the Cavs if I could. I’m not officially on the roster yet, but I’m gonna play my ass off to make it happen now that I have the chance.”

I wasn’t surprised to hear that Luka had gone out of his way to try to help his best friend, especially if it meant they would both live in the same town after having graduated. I’d gotten to know him fairly well while I’d helped him rehab his knee, but I hadn’t stayed in contact very much after an awkward encounter with his girlfriend, who had thought I was at his place for a very different reason. It had been a case of miscommunication between the two, but I couldn’t help but feel like it’d been partially my fault they’d gotten into a fight and almost broken up.

Considering the fact that it was Alec who had gotten Luka in touch with me after his injury, I also shouldn’t have been surprised that he’d helped him out with Jason too. Alec and Luka had played hockey together when they were younger, and Luka had mentioned that Alec was the reason he’d gotten the scholarship to Blythe in the first place. The coach had come to watch Alec play at a summer tournament and ended up scouting Luka while he was there. Alec wanted to play for a junior team instead of a college right away because he’d hoped to follow in his brother’s footsteps and make it to the NHL. Luka and Alec had still managed to stay good friends even with the miles that separated them.

“If I couldn’t talk Luka into playing for the team, then I guess you were the next best thing, Jason,” Alec teased. “But he decided he was done with competitive hockey after he graduated, and there’s no changing his mind once it’s made up.”

“Luka was a stubborn one, all right,” I agreed, thinking of the way he had insisted that my treatment of him remain a secret in fear that he might put his scholarship in jeopardy. A secret that had almost cost him his girlfriend. “I hope things are going well for him and Aubrey?”

Alec and Jason looked at each other with huge smiles on their faces. “They’re doing great. They moved back to town around the same time you did, into an apartment in my building,” Alec answered.

It warmed my heart to know that things had worked out between the two since it had been painfully obvious to me how deeply in love Luka was with Aubrey. Even when I was torturing him with strengthening exercises, he hadn’t been able to stop talking about her.

“Living in sin, eh?”

“Not for long if Luka has his way,” Jason replied. “But you didn’t hear that from me when you see them this weekend. I don’t think Aubrey has any idea that he’s already thinking about popping the question.”

“It will be nice to see so many familiar faces at the barbeque, but I promise—my lips are sealed.”


Chapter Four


Andrew

I wasn’t sure what the hell had been wrong with me lately, but I wasn’t acting like myself at all. I’d barely noticed any of the women who were throwing themselves at me even though I was full of restless energy that needed to be burned off somehow. I’d taken to running instead of fucking. Thirty was way too young for me to give up on sex, but it looked like I’d finally gotten over the whole random-hookup thing. The problem was that I hadn’t met anyone I considered potential girlfriend material either lately. There were a few sparks here and there, but nothing that wouldn’t fizzle out in a night or two.

What I wanted was that pull I’d felt when I’d seen that caramel-haired beauty at The Box about a month ago. If I were going to take the dive into a relationship, then it should really be with someone who could catch and hold my attention. Clearly, she could since she’d somehow become the vision I measured other women against. How the hell that had happened in such a short time, I had no idea. Maybe it was just a case of wanting what I couldn’t have or something. But damn, the chemistry between us had been insane enough that I’d felt it from across the room.

Deciding that it was time to put up or shut up, I asked someone out on a date last week. A drop-dead-gorgeous blonde who modeled underwear for God’s sake. She should have been the perfect thing to take my mind off a woman I didn’t know who was probably married to some douchebag by now. I took her to dinner at one of the best restaurants in town—not one of mine, of course, because I didn’t need the headaches that could come of that if things didn’t work out. Turned out to be the only thing I did right that night. She barely touched the salad she ordered—after having given the waiter a hard time about every fucking ingredient in it. It was a salad—what the hell did it matter what lettuce they used or what dressing they gave you if you were going to get it on the side and not even eat it anyway?

She did enjoy the shit out of the bottle of wine I ordered though. Maybe she had been saving all of her calories for that, because she managed to polish off the whole bottle except the one glass I had. By the time dinner was done, I was ready to toss her into a cab to get her out of my hair since she had decided that my taking her to dinner meant I was also taking her to bed. Carlie, Candy, Carla—whatever the hell her name was—was a helluva lot stronger than she looked, which I discovered when she tried to wrap herself around me while I convinced her that I had a work emergency and had to bail.

She finally got in the cab when I promised to call her another time. A promise that I sure as hell was not going to keep. At least I was able to tell her that I couldn’t do anything this weekend because I already had plans with my family. It was our first damn date, which hadn’t gone well at all, and she actually had the nerve to act all pissed off because I wasn’t going to invite her along. No way in hell would I ever do that. My brother and I didn’t bring chicks to our parents’ house unless we were serious about them. Which, in my case, meant I never brought women home to meet the family. My brother, on the other hand, had brought a couple of girls around in the last few years since he’d been back in Chicago.

I reached for my cell to give him a call since we hadn’t spoken in a few weeks. It was unusual for us, but I’d been overwhelmed with business stuff since Mark was trying to meet his girlfriend’s demands for more together time. And I was sure my brother hadn’t called lately because he was busy getting ready for the upcoming hockey season. Time was starting to run out on his chances to moving up to the NHL.

“Dude,” Alec answered. “What’s up?”

“Not much, bro. Just wanted to check in with you and see how things have been going,” I explained.

“Good,” he replied. “Damn good in fact.”

“Training camp is going well?”

“Yeah. We have some new players who have a lot of talent, so it should be a great season,” he started before rattling off details on the new guys in camp with him.

I was damn proud of my baby brother for chasing after his dream, but I worried about what he was going to do when his time on the ice was over. The team hadn’t pulled him up to the NHL as part of his two-way contract yet and time wasn’t on his side for it to happen. He was a really good player, but things had gotten even more competitive in the five years between our entry into professional hockey. I’d had the business to help me adjust to my new life without hockey and it was probably the only thing that had saved me. I just hoped that, when the time came, he’d seriously consider coming to work for me.

“You going to Mom’s barbeque tomorrow?” I asked, knowing damn well what his answer was going to be.

“Of course I am, dumbass,” he grumbled in response. “Mom would never forgive me if I skipped out on it and then Dad would have to kill me or something. Plus, I invited some of the guys from the team, too.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing you. We live in the same city and I swear I see you less now than ever before. You need to find some time to come out to one of the restaurants for dinner or something,” I told him.

“You can count on it. Maybe I’ll ask Jo to come out for a bite to eat one of these nights. You’ll finally get a chance—” Alec said as my other line beeped.

I moved the screen down to see if I needed to take the call or not while he kept on talking. “Hey, Alec. Sorry, but I have to go. This is a work call that I have to take. Invite whoever you want to dinner. Just let me know what night and how many. I’ll set it up for The Wheelhouse.” I rattled off the name of his favorite restaurant of mine before carrying on with the rest of my workday and looking forward to seeing him again the next day.

*     *     *

When I pulled up at my parents’ house the next morning, I was surprised to see Alec’s car there already. He was usually late to everything. Mom must have talked him into helping out since he had friends from the team coming over.

After parking my car, I wandered into the house and heard voices coming from the kitchen, so I headed back there. Alec was at the table inhaling pancakes and bacon while my mom was pulling stuff out of the fridge.

“This explains it then. Mom lured you over as slave labor with the promise of home-cooked food,” I teased Alec before snagging a piece of bacon from his plate.

“Not cool, man. Grab your own if you want some,” he complained.

“Good morning, Andrew,” my mom greeted me as she came over and gave me a hug. “You want some breakfast too? You know how I love to feed my boys.”

“Not really a boy anymore, Mom, but I can always eat a little something if you’re making it,” I agreed. “But will you put me to work like you’re going to do with Alec if I say yes?”

“Oh, I’m not going to make him help too much. I really wanted him over now because I had him ask Jo to get here early so we could chat before everyone else arrived,” she explained.

“Joe who?” I asked.

Alec slapped me upside the head. “Weren’t you listening to a word I said during our call yesterday? Jo went to school with me at Brower and just took the job as the new PT for the team.”

His explanation didn’t make it any clearer for me. “And Mom thinks you’d be stoked that he’s going to be here for the barbeque why exactly?”

“Holy shit!” Alec exclaimed. “Jo is short for Jocelyn. From Brower? Most of her friends call her Josie, but the guys got in the habit of calling her Jo. She’s definitely not a dude.”

“I’m excited to see her again and so proud she graduated with her doctorate and is going to be working with you now. I always did wonder if you two would make a good couple. Such a pretty girl and so sweet. I still don’t understand why you two never did date in high school,” Mom said, making her reasoning behind the invitation clear.

“She never dated any of the guys on the team,” Alec offered. “She said it would make things too complicated since she was helping out our trainer back then.”

“Well, maybe she’s changed her mind about that rule now,” Mom suggested.

“Or maybe you could talk her into making an exception for you,” I told him. “Your moves with the ladies have to be better than they were back when you were a gangly teenager. If not, I could try to help you out with her.”

“I didn’t say I wanted to date Jo,” Alec argued, looking uncomfortable about the topic of conversation as he hunched over his plate and tried to ignore our teasing.

“And I didn’t hear you say you didn’t want to date her either,” I retorted. “As your big brother, I guess it falls to me to check her out and make sure she’s good enough for my baby brother.”

“Jesus, Andrew. Back off,” Alec complained. “Don’t do anything to embarrass her. She was a good friend to me back in high school. I don’t want to lose that. And don’t give her the third degree either or do anything to make her think I’m going to ask her out when I’m not interested in her that way. No matter what Mom thinks.”

“No need to get your panties in a twist, bro.”

Alec stood up and glared at me from across the table. “Seriously. Mom was right when she said Jo was sweet. But she’s shy too, and I don’t like it when people mess with her. Even you. She’s had a tough go of things and I won’t sit around and watch anyone ruin today for her.”

I held up my hands in capitulation. “Okay. I swear I won’t do anything to upset the girl if it means that much to you.”

“Now, honey, calm down. Nobody’s going to embarrass Jo,” my mom reassured him. “But I really do wish you’d reconsider asking her out.”

“Jesus, Mom!” Alec exclaimed. “Enough with the asking-her-out stuff. It’s not like that.” He brooded silently as we both ate breakfast and then jumped out of his seat when the doorbell rang. “I’ve got it,” he grumbled before walking to the door.

“Hi, Alec. I hope I’m not too early,” I heard a woman say softly after the sound of the door opening. Just the sound of her voice sent a chill up my spine.

“Not at all,” Alec replied. “Mom was just saying how excited she is you could come over before everyone else so she could catch up since it’s been so long since she’s seen you.”

“How sweet. It’s hard to believe it’s been seven years already. I guess they’re right when they say time flies,” she replied.

“And I told you that you didn’t need to bring anything,” he scolded her in a teasing tone as they moved close to the kitchen.

I stood up from the table and hadn’t even taken a step when they made it into the kitchen. Alec hadn’t been kidding when he’d said that she wasn’t a dude. Jo, the girl my mom was urging my brother to ask out, was the caramel-haired beauty I hadn’t been able to get out of my mind since she was in my club. For her bachelorette party.

And then it hit me. My brother couldn’t ask her out because she was probably already married. It had been a little more than a month already.

I glanced down at her ring finger and was shocked to find it bare. While I stood there in a stupor my mom had moved to give her a hug.

“Josie, it’s so good to see you again,” she greeted her enthusiastically. “Oh my, you’ve grown up so much.”

“I certainly hope so, Mrs. Rourke. You haven’t seen me since I was just eighteen. It would be pretty bad if I hadn’t changed in all that time,” she replied.

“I’m not sure how it’s possible, but you never managed to meet Alec’s older brother while you were at school,” my mom said as she led Josie over to where I was standing. “Andrew, this is Josie.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Andrew,” she said, holding her hand out to me.

“You, too,” I replied as I reached out for her. When our hands touched a shock of electricity arced between us. I glanced down at her left hand to make sure I wasn’t imagining the lack of a wedding ring before. Nothing was there. No rings at all. No white band showing that it had been recently removed. “But we did almost meet recently.”

“We did?” she asked with her brow furrowed in confusion. “I’m sorry, but I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

“Your bachelorette party. It was at one of my clubs. The Box,” I explained.

A red stain spread across her cheeks at my words.

“Bachelorette party?” Alec asked her. “You aren’t getting married and forgot to tell me about it, are you?”

“It wasn’t a real one. It was a fake bachelorette party,” Josie mumbled in response.

“A fake bachelorette party?” my mom repeated. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

“This is so embarrassing,” Josie whispered. She took a deep breath before telling us what happened. “One of my friends had a work thing going on where she needed to know what the bachelorette party experience would be like at the club. But she didn’t know anyone who’s getting married anytime soon so she asked me to pretend for her. I know it sounds crazy, but you’d have to know her to understand how she managed to talk me into it.”

Alec started chuckling midway through her explanation. “It was Cee-Cee, wasn’t it?” he asked.

“Yeah. You know how she is,” Josie answered with a sheepish grin on her face.

The sense of relief I felt upon learning that not only was she not married already but she also had no plans to get married floored me. The chemistry I’d felt when I’d seen her at The Box was still there, if not stronger now that I was standing so close to her.

“She always could talk you into just about anything. Glad to see some things haven’t changed too much,” Alec told her.

I still hadn’t let go of Josie’s hand. I stood there with it grasped in mine as I listened to her banter with my brother. When her attention finally returned to me, she looked down at our entwined hands before she looked back up at my face questioningly. Then she tugged lightly and I released her.

“Now come and tell me all about what you’ve been up to lately while I send the boys outside to help their father,” my mom told Josie as she practically shoved us out the door for some girl talk.

I didn’t want to leave Josie behind, but I knew I’d find the time to speak with her before she left. I hadn’t approached her when I’d thought she was engaged, but now that I knew she wasn’t? Well, that made her fair game.


Chapter Five


Josie

I enjoyed the barbeque a lot, even with Alec’s mom interrogating me about what I’d been up to since my senior year of high school. Any time I was been around her, it always left me with a warm feeling even while it made me miss my own mom a little more. People started to arrive about an hour after I’d gotten there, and Alec made sure I met all the players and their wives, families, or girlfriends. Jason and I chatted for a bit since he was a familiar face, and I noticed that Alec’s brother kept glancing our way with a frown on his face.

I was surprised by the fascination I felt for him. He and Alec looked so much alike. Same dark-brown hair, although Andrew wore his a little longer with a lock that kept falling onto his forehead. Same bright-blue eyes, except Andrew’s held a heat in them when he looked at me that Alec’s lacked. Both men were over six feet tall, but Andrew had a slight advantage over his brother there too. Somehow, the slight differences between the two left my head reeling when I looked at Andrew. Alec had never made me feel anything other than comfortable in his presence.

Crowds had never really been my thing, so after a little while, I headed for a black-and-cream bistro set in the corner of the back patio, underneath a tree. Sitting in the shade, I could watch everyone as they talked and enjoy a semi-private moment to myself. Or at least I thought I could until I was interrupted.

“You didn’t explain what kind of work project your friend had that she needed you to pretend to be a bachelorette that night,” I heard Andrew drawl, startling me because I hadn’t been expecting anyone to come up from behind me since there wasn’t anything but the grassy yard and a shed beyond the trees.

“Andrew,” I gasped.

“Sorry for startling you,” he apologized. “Mind if I take a seat?”

“Sure.” I nodded, and Andrew sat down across from me in the open chair.

“I’ve owned bars for more than five years now and I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a fake bachelorette party before. I’ve got to admit it’s piqued my curiosity. I can’t help but wonder now how many of the parties we’ve hosted have been in honor of someone who isn’t even getting married.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s a safe bet that it doesn’t happen often,” I assured him. “I’ve certainly never heard of one before Cee-Cee asked me for some help.”

“Any chance Cee-Cee is Cecily from Pied Piper PR?” he asked.

I really didn’t want to answer because I didn’t want to mess anything up for my best friend. She had managed to land his account in part because of her stupid idea for that party, but I was afraid he would get pissed. While I was trying to come up with something to say to change the topic, I found myself staring into his eyes until mine drifted down to his mouth as he smirked at me.

“It was actually kind of brilliant,” he reassured me. “So if you’re worried about your friend, don’t be.”

“Then yes,” I admitted. “My incredibly creative best friend does work for Pied Piper PR and was the brains behind the whole fake-bachelorette-party idea.”

“It looked like she went all out for it, too,” he said before taking a sip of the beer he’d brought over with him.

The scent of his aftershave drifted towards me on a breeze as I breathed in deeply, trying to calm my nerves. It had the opposite effect though. Damn, he smelled good.

“Yeah, she’s big on planning things and isn’t one to do things halfway. She even managed to get us into the VIP area,” I told him.

“I wonder how she managed that,” he muttered before his gaze drifted from my face down to my neckline. “I have to say I like this look a helluva a lot more than the ‘suck for a buck’ shirt she had you in at the club.”

I could feel my face heat at his words. I hadn’t been very happy with the attention we’d gotten when I’d put it on, but then I’d had to take it off before we’d been able to move to the VIP area. I hadn’t admitted it to her then, but it had been a huge relief.

“Wow,” I murmured. “I guess I really did have reason to be embarrassed by that stupid shirt if even you noticed and remembered it.”

“It wasn’t the shirt that made me notice you. You were memorable before you even put it on, Jocelyn,” he told me.

I took a gulp of the white wine I’d been sipping before he’d joined me, but it went down the wrong pipe and I coughed while trying to drag air into my lungs. Andrew jumped out of his chair and hurried around the table to lift my hands in the air and roughly pat my back.

“Thank you,” I gasped once my breathing had returned to normal.

“As much as I’d love to hear you pant, this isn’t really how I pictured it happening in my head,” he teased.

He didn’t move back to his chair. Instead, he stayed squatted down next to me with his hand resting low on my back. He was lightly rubbing, his fingers trailing drawing circles through my shirt. I could feel the heat radiating from his skin through the fabric. A trail of goose bumps followed the path of this touch.

“You pictured it in your head?” I repeated dumbly, stunned by his admission.

Andrew rose to his feet, capturing my hand along the way and pulling me up so I stood with him. He stepped closer to me and lowered his head so he could whisper in my ear.

“From the second I laid eyes on you in my club, I pictured the things I wanted to do to you in vivid detail. The only thing that held me back was the knowledge that you belonged to someone else,” he admitted. “But that wasn’t true, was it?”

His voice had deepened as he’d spoken until he was practically growling his words. A shiver raced up my spine, and I couldn’t help but admit the truth instead of being angry about his high-handedness when he didn’t even know me.

“No, it wasn’t true,” I agreed.

“You don’t belong to another man,” he repeated, demanding I confirm what he already knew to be true.

“I belong to no one but myself,” I murmured.

“Yet,” he hissed.

I took a small step backwards, needing some extra space between us. His presence was overwhelming me as though he were pumping testosterone into the air. I’d had my fair share of relationships throughout the years. Who hadn’t by the time they turned twenty-five? But I didn’t think I had ever felt such an instantaneous and strong feeling of desire for a man before. And it scared me a little how much he could make me feel so quickly. No man should be able to get my panties dripping wet with a few touches and a whisper in my ear.

“That remains to be seen,” I disagreed. “I’m not sure what type of women you’ve dated in the past, but don’t expect me to hand my panties over in a sign of submission just because you say you want me.”

His blue eyes lit with humor at my words and a dimple flashed in one cheek with his smile. “I don’t usually bother with dating, but it appears you’re going to be the exception to the rule for me in more ways than one since I’ve also never had a problem getting a woman out of my head before—not that any really got into it in the first place. But trust me when I say you’ll hand your panties, and anything else I want, over to me when the time comes,” he warned me.

What little wits I had about me scattered at his words. I’d never dated a guy who was so blunt with me. If anyone had asked me a day ago if such a strong come-on would appeal to me, I would have said, “Absolutely not.” But knowing that Andrew wanted me that much woke something primal inside me. There was a magnetism about him that made it almost impossible to deny the attraction between us.

“I wouldn’t bet on that,” I cautioned. “I may be the quiet one in my group of friends, but that doesn’t mean I’m just going to yield to you with a snap of your fingers.”

“Jocelyn,” he groaned. “I can’t wait to see exactly what I can make you do with just my fingers. But I promise not to snap them at you.”

Heat suffused my skin as I pictured us entwined on a bed. His fingers playing over my skin before sinking inside me. I shook my head to scatter my thoughts so I could concentrate on our conversation.

“I’m not sure I’m ready for things to move this quickly.”

“Things? What things?” I heard Alec say as he walked up to us.

Andrew took a slight step away from me, but he kept my hand in his as he turned to his brother. As though he were staking claim to me or something.

“Nothing for you to worry about, Alec. I was just asking Jocelyn out on a date,” he answered.

Alec frowned as he looked between us, clearly not happy by what he saw. “Josie doesn’t look very comfortable right now, bro. Why don’t you come talk with me for a minute?”

Andrew squeezed my hand as he moved away from me. He didn’t let Alec lead him very far away though, and I could still hear their conversation.

“What the hell are you doing?” Alec asked his brother.

“Trying to get Jocelyn to agree to a dinner date,” Andrew replied. “Not that it’s really any of your business.”

“She’s my friend,” Alec hissed back. “And didn’t I tell you to stay away from her?”

“You’re not her keeper, Alec. She’s a big girl who can take care of herself,” Andrew argued. “Besides which, I’m your brother. Shouldn’t you worry about my feelings more than hers?”

Alec snorted. “You don’t need me to worry about your dating life the way you go through women. But Josie isn’t like the chicks you’ve slept with before. She deserves a real relationship instead of a couple of dates and a quick roll in your sheets.”

“First of all, I resent the implication that anything I do in bed is quick,” Andrew joked before getting serious. “Not that you need to know this, but she’s messed with my head for over a month and I didn’t even know her name,” he argued.

“That doesn’t sound like my big brother at all,” Alec said, sounding shocked.

“You know it isn’t,” Andrew admitted. “The only reason I didn’t ask her out before I even knew she was your friend was because I thought she was getting married. But she isn’t and I don’t plan to waste any time in getting to know her.”

“Shit. Fuck. Damn,” Alec swore as he turned a worried gaze my way. “You know this could be a disaster if things go wrong, right?”

“I know, but I’m not going to let that stop me,” Andrew said.

“She’s been my friend for almost a decade,” Alec stressed.

“I appreciate that Jocelyn is your friend and you want to protect her. And I know that I don’t have the best record when it comes to women, Alec. But I swear to you—this is different,” Andrew promised.

Alec looked at me again before swiveling his head to nod towards the backyard, where their parents stood. “Mom and Dad like her. A lot.”

“Jesus, Alec. Enough!” Andrew barked out. “I get what you’re trying to do here, but this conversation is over. I’m asking Jocelyn out on a date. She’s going to say yes. And you’re going to have to adjust to the fact that I’m dating your friend.”

“I’m going to say yes?” I sputtered, drawing the attention of both brothers back to me.

Alec laughed at the shocked look on my face. “Good luck with that, bro. And if you’re going to date her, you should call her Josie. Nobody ever calls her Jocelyn.”

“I like Jocelyn better,” Andrew argued.

“You always did have a thing about using full names. I guess it shouldn’t surprise me that you want to call her Jocelyn with the way you reacted any time someone tried to call you Andy when we were younger,” Alec mused.

I watched as he walked away chuckling to himself and shaking his head. Apparently, Andrew had eased his concerns. But I still had some that needed to be addressed after everything that had been said.

“Why should I say yes when your track record with women is that you don’t stick around after getting them into bed?” I quizzed him before he could get close enough to touch me because I knew it would muddle my thoughts.

“Because you feel this thing between us just like I do,” he murmured. “And because you just heard me tell my brother that you’re different. I’m not in the habit of lying—especially not to him.”

I pondered his declaration that things would be different between the two of us. Weighed it for truthfulness before admitting to myself that if he felt the same fascination I did then it was most likely the truth. And even though he might be a player who was way out of my league, I knew Alec well enough to know that he wouldn’t have just walked away if he hadn’t thought I wasn’t in danger of being another notch on his brother’s bedpost.

“Say I do succumb to the temptation and agree to a date with you,” I began. “Will you promise me that we won’t end up in bed together right away?”

“Is that really something you want me to agree to? Because if I make that promise, I won’t go back on my word no matter how badly either of us might want me to,” he cautioned me.

“I’m not in the habit of sleeping with someone on the first date,” I informed him.

What I opted not to share was that it had been almost a year since I’d slept with anyone. When my last relationship had fizzled out, the demands on my time to finish up my degree had grown more and more. I’d never been the one-night stand kind of girl, and I hadn’t had the energy to find someone else. Instead, I’d focused on finishing out the school year, moving back home, and finding a job. Little had I known that I would regret that decision now since my hormones were going crazy around Andrew. Maybe, if it hadn’t been so long, I would be able to control myself a little more.

“Okay,” he drawled. “As much as it pains me to do this, I promise that I won’t fuck you on our first date.”

“Fuck me?” I repeated, unused to such blunt talk and unsure if I should be offended or turned on.

“Have sex with you. Take you to bed. Make love to you,” he listed out. “Whatever you want to call it, I promise we won’t do it on the first date.”

“You have a very dirty mouth,” I admonished.

“I do,” he agreed, his eyes smoldering as he looked at me unapologetically. “I would have thought it was something you’d be used to since you spend so much time with athletes. Especially hockey players. We aren’t exactly known for our clean language.”

I nodded my head in agreement. “True, most of the guys swear all the time. But I don’t date the athletes I work with, so it’s never really been directed towards me in the same way. It’s different when a guy says fuck because of the pain when you’re moving him through rehab exercises from the way you just used it now.”

“Well, then, I guess I can look forward to some corruption, because there’s nothing innocent about the way you make me feel. So you better get used to all sorts of dirty words coming from my mouth meant for your pretty little ears,” he rasped.

“And if I say no?” I asked, equally turned on and anxious at the same time.

“You aren’t going to say no,” he assured me. He reached out and ran a finger across my cheek, over my parted lips, and down to the pulse at my neck. “Your skin is flushed. You’re breathing heavily and I can feel your pulse racing. You want to say yes.”

“I do,” I admitted.

“Then just fucking do it,” he commanded. “Tell me you’ll go to dinner with me tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

His hand moved around to grip the back of my neck as we stood there looking at each other. “You have no idea how much I want your mouth right now, but there’s no way in hell my first taste of you is going to be here in my parents’ backyard with everyone looking on.”

When he loosened his hold, I glanced around to see that he was partially right. Most of the people weren’t paying attention, but his mom was studying us with a big smile on her face.

“Your mom certainly seems happy to see the two of us together over here,” I told him.

“Considering she was trying to talk Alec into asking you out before you got here, that doesn’t surprise me very much,” he admitted. “She likes you.”

“I like her too. Always have,” I said. “But you do know there have never been feelings like that between your brother and me, right?”

“I know he doesn’t see you that way, and I’m glad to hear you don’t either. I’m not sure it would have mattered to me either way, sweetheart. My brother and I have never fought over a girl before. Ever,” he stressed. “But I’ve thought about you for more than a month and you’ve never been his girl, so I wouldn’t have let any unrequited feelings on your part stand in my way of having you. I would have just had to work that much harder to wipe them out of your mind.”

I sighed at his use of that term of endearment, as cheesy as it probably would have sounded coming from anyone else. “No need. There’s nobody for you to wipe from my mind.”

“Keep acting like this and I’m not going to want to let you go,” he warned.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Acting like what?”

“Part of the reason I never bothered with relationships before is I have no tolerance for the games women play,” he explained. “You just had the perfect opening and didn’t bother with any of the bullshit. Didn’t try to use my brother to make me jealous. Or my mom to push for a commitment of some kind.”

“It’s only been a day,” I chided him.

“Hasn’t stopped other women from looking for a weakness they can take advantage of.”

“I’m not like that,” I assured him.

Andrew pulled my body closer to his and wrapped his arms around me. I relaxed into his embrace, enjoying the closeness of this moment. “I hope like hell you live up to the promise of you.”

“Don’t put me up on a pedestal just yet, Andrew,” I warned. “Everyone has flaws. I’m sure there will be lots of things about me that you don’t like.”

“I can’t wait to discover them all,” he replied. “Starting tomorrow night with dinner. I’ll pick you up at six.”

“That’s pretty early for dinner.”

“You might not do it, but I sure as hell am going to push the advantage when I have it. And I want as much time as I can possibly get with you. So it’s six. End of discussion,” he told me fiercely.

Instead of arguing like I probably should have, I just nodded in agreement. I’d given him an inch when I’d said yes and he’d taken a mile.


Chapter Six


Andrew

Letting Jocelyn drive away from my parents’ house yesterday evening after the barbeque had been harder than I’d expected it to be. I’d never had a problem walking away from a woman before, certainly not one I hadn’t even fucked yet. But something about her shoved me right to the edge of my control. It called to a savage part of me that wanted to act like a Neanderthal and grab her by the hair so I could drag her to my cave. It certainly wasn’t a comfortable feeling, but damn, she made me feel more alive than anything else had since I’d left hockey.

I should probably be scared of the effect she had on me, but I was too busy looking forward to our date to worry about it. I couldn’t help but think there was a reason she made the primal man buried deep inside sit up and take notice of her. Hockey players were an incredibly superstitious lot, and I was no exception. As much as I liked to control the world around me, I still believed that some things were just meant to be.

When I’d stepped on the ice for the first time, I’d felt an immediate affinity even though I was only three years old. My parents always told me that the skating party they’d taken me to for a cousin’s birthday had been fate because I’d fallen in love and pestered them to get me back on the ice. My dad had called around and found a learn-to-play hockey clinic and the rest was history. I’d found my passion.

Then, when I was twenty-five, my financial advisor suggested I invest in something local and throw my name on it so I could take full advantage of my popularity in Chicago. The idea sounded crazy to me at the time, but then my dad mentioned that a friend of his was looking to sell his bar because he was getting older and didn’t have the time to devote to it like he needed in order for it to be successful. The deal was too good to pass up, so I agreed to buy the bar and renamed it The Blue Liner. I got tons of free press from the local papers, and the place was packed most nights.

Once I realized my manager was running it into the ground and hired Mark to help me out, I had a thriving business on my hands. One I added to as other deals came my way. I went with my gut instincts on each one and they never seemed to fail me. I just hoped those same instincts were driving me now and not just the fascination my cock had with Jocelyn. I never let my dick override my common sense, and I didn’t really think it was now.

When I’d told my brother that this was different, I’d been vastly understating the effect she had on me. She called to me at so many different levels than any woman who had come before her. I didn’t want to just fuck her brains out. For the first time ever, I wanted to spend time getting to know what a woman wanted inside and outside of bed. And I was willing to fight dirty to get what I wanted if I had to when, before, I would have walked away at the slightest sign of resistance.

There was a driving need inside me to make Jocelyn mine in as many ways as I possibly could. I wasn’t sure if it was because I had denied myself the chance when I’d thought she was taken, but I didn’t think so. The same instincts that had driven me on the ice for hockey and led me to make the right business decisions screamed that she was supposed to be with me. That there was a reason why I’d resisted relationships in the past. And that reason’s name was Jocelyn Devereaux.

I painstakingly arranged the details for our first date. I figured that, if I was going to do this, I might as well give it all I’ve got because failure was never an option for me. If my gut was right about what she could mean to me, I didn’t want to mess this up. Plus, I didn’t want to have to put up with the shit I’d hear from my mom and brother if I half-assed this date and they found out.

Not that I planned to let them factor into my love life. Ever. Even if they decided to stick their meddlesome noses into our business because they cared about Josie. I’d avoided their questions when I’d left the barbeque, and I hadn’t picked up when Alec had called me today. I needed to explore this thing further with her before I knew how I wanted to handle him.

Luckily, the day went by quickly enough. I spent a couple of hours in the morning working out to blow off the steam I wanted to burn with Jocelyn in my bed. Unfortunately, I had already promised her that it wouldn’t happen tonight. Delayed gratification wasn’t my thing, and the thought of her in my bed had my cock hardening over and over again throughout the day. I finally relented and stroked myself to a vivid daydream of her sucking me off until I exploded all over my shower walls. I wasn’t happy about having to resort to my hand for satisfaction and decided then and there that I’d make Jocelyn pay for it someday soon.

Jocelyn had texted me her address this afternoon, and as six o’clock rolled around, I was pulling into her driveway. The two-story, white house was larger than I’d anticipated, with a white picket fence out front and a two-car garage. As I stepped out of my car, Jocelyn hurried out the door and met me at the bottom of the steps.

I’d thought she was beautiful before, but she blew me away tonight all dressed up for our date. Her hair was arranged in soft waves that cascaded over her shoulders and down her back. The blue in her eyes looked darker with smoky makeup accenting them. Her plump lips were painted a deep, rosy red that immediately made me think of them wrapped around my cock. To top it all off, she’d chosen a black dress with a plunging neckline that showed off her amazing figure.

She was tiny compared to my six foot two inches—not even five foot six if I had to guess. It was obvious that she worked out regularly since her body showed the definition only exercise could give her. Considering her job, that made sense. But what drew my gaze and held it were her tits. They were more than a generous handful, even for a man as large as I was. And the dress showed them off in a way that neither of the other outfits I’d seen her in had done previously. It was going to be hellishly difficult to keep my hands and mouth off them tonight. It was another way she was torturing me without even realizing, but I’d make sure she understood the cost of her teasing soon enough.

“Hi,” she breathed out as I grasped her hands in mine.

“You didn’t let me follow tradition and pick you up at your door,” I chastised her.

I didn’t like the look on her face as she glanced back at the house while frowning.

“I just moved back to town that night Cee-Cee dragged me to your club. I haven’t found an apartment yet and my dad got back into town this afternoon.”

“And is that a problem?” I asked. “Your dad being here and you going on a date with me?”

“Not the way you think,” she assured me. “My relationship with my dad is complicated though.”

I waited for her to say more, but she didn’t expand upon her answer at all. I let it go since I was going to learn her secrets eventually. And worse-case scenario, I could always pump my brother for information if I got too impatient. Even if it meant that he’d make me pay for it. I had a feeling she’d be worth it in the end.

“Sorry to hear that,” I muttered as I led her to the car and helped her into the passenger’s seat. The hem of her dress rode up her thighs as she tucked her legs inside and I paused to fully appreciate the sight before closing the door and making my way to the driver’s side. “You look amazing tonight,” I complimented her as I started the engine.

“Thank you,” she murmured, blushing at my compliment. Her gaze swept over my chest and down my thighs. “You’re not too shabby yourself.”

I chuckled lightly at her faint praise. “I should have thought to ask this last night, but you aren’t a vegetarian or anything, are you?”

“No, I definitely like my meat,” she replied, and her blush deepened as she must have realized exactly what she’d just said.

“Good to know. I’ll keep that in mind, but not for tonight since you made me promise no sex,” I teased. “But I did book the chef’s table at my steakhouse.”

“I’m assuming Rourke’s is yours?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I answered. “I hope that’s okay with you for tonight.”

“It sounds perfect,” she agreed. “I’ve never eaten there before, but I’ve heard great things about it.”

We talked about how I’d fallen into owning restaurants and bars. Our conversation had just turned to her new job with the Cavs when I pulled up at Rourke’s. The valet opened the door for Jocelyn and helped her out before I could make my way around the car. I glared at him when I realized that his hand was still on her arm and his eyes were resting on her cleavage. Then I growled lightly and his gaze drifted up to me. A panicked expression crossed his face as he caught on to the fact that he’d been checking out my date in front of me and I’d busted him for it.

He gulped as I handed him my keys. Not a single word was exchanged, but I knew that he understood my displeasure as he scurried to park the car without glancing at Jocelyn again. I’d never displayed a single ounce of possessiveness for a woman before, but that didn’t mean that I was going to put up with anyone ogling Jocelyn now.

The knowledge should have startled me, but my display of jealousy sparked that inner caveman that never seemed to be far from the surface when Jocelyn was around. I placed my hand on her lower back as we walked into the restaurant in a gesture that was meant to mark her as mine to any man who was looking. She looked too damn sexy in her little black dress and I didn’t want anyone to get any ideas about her. She was with me and I intended for it to stay that way for as long as I wanted her.

I’d arranged everything for a special evening in advance, so we bypassed the hostess stand and went straight to the table. We were near the kitchen, in a secluded corner. There was a vase of flowers on the table, a mixture of the stereotypical red roses and blue iris that had made me think of her eyes when I’d stopped at the florist. I’d requested extra candles be lit to add to the romantic mood I was trying to set. I also asked that there was a bottle of Cristal on ice waiting for us.

As I helped her into her chair, I was pleased to see that my staff had followed my directions to the letter. Not that I’d really imagined anything else since they were aware of my expectations because I’d had a more active part in managing the place lately.

“This is really beautiful,” Jocelyn sighed as she took in the way the table had been set. Her appreciation made all the effort worthwhile.

“Almost as beautiful as you,” I complimented her, delighted to see that my words made her blush again. I was quickly becoming addicted to that blush and could hardly wait to see how far down her skin it went.

I poured us each a glass of champagne, and the waiter brought over our first course. I’d asked for a prix fixe meal so we could enjoy whatever specialties the chef had prepared this evening. We enjoyed the food in silence, without any of the usual awkwardness two strangers might feel with each other. The waiter cleared the plates once we’d finished the appetizers, and I sipped my champagne, watching her thoughtfully over the rim of my glass.

“When I first saw you at The Box and thought you were about to get married, I was disappointed but not surprised since you’re so beautiful,” I began. “Now that I’ve had the chance to get to know you a little better, I’m even more confused that you’re single. Clearly, you’re smart since you got your doctorate in physical therapy and managed to land a job with a professional team. And nice if my parents’ and brother’s admiration tells me anything.”

“Couldn’t I say the same about you?” she retorted. “You must know that you’re handsome. Odds are that you’re intelligent if you’ve managed to build a successful company in such a competitive field. You used to play in the NHL for God’s sake. Women must be knocking down your door at the chance to catch you. Yet here you are, unattached.”

I pondered her points as the waiter brought our next course. “I know why I’m still single. I wasn’t interested in relationships before now. What I don’t know is why you’re still single.”

“Honestly?” she asked, and I nodded my head in response. “I’m not entirely sure. Unlike you, I have been in serious relationships that I thought might lead to more. They didn’t work out, and after the last one, I haven’t bothered looking for a new man in my life.”

“But you’re here with me,” I growled, irritated at the thought of her loving some other man in her past.

“I didn’t exactly have to look for you, did I?” she quipped. “Besides, it’s a new town with a new job and, soon, a new home. A whole new phase in my life. Maybe it’s time for me to try again. Although, I’ll admit I would have preferred if we’d met after I’d gotten settled in a little more.”

“Maybe I can help you settle into your new life here,” I suggested. With her life in flux right now, I had an opportunity to carve my own place in her world.

“It’s not going to be easy,” she warned. “You aren’t used to relationships and I have a lot going on right now.”

“I don’t want easy,” I growled. “I want you, Jocelyn. If I wanted easy, I could get that anywhere. I won’t lie to you and say I haven’t enjoyed it in the past. But even before I met you, that lifestyle was growing old. And after you managed to embed yourself in my brain after seeing you once, I enjoyed it even less.”

“I had that big of an impact on you?” she asked. “Even though you thought I was getting married?”

“Fuck, Jocelyn. I don’t know how to explain what the sight of you did to me,” I admitted. “You know how you said you were surprised your friend had managed to get your group into the VIP area?”

“Yeah. She hadn’t mentioned it when she told me about the party and it’s something she would normally have gloated about.”

I heaved a sigh as I made my confession. “She didn’t tell you about it because she had no idea it would happen. I was halfway across the room to talk to you when I noticed your bachelorette attire. And even though I knew you were off-limits, I still watched you from the bar. I couldn’t stop myself.”

She had cocked her head to the side as I spoke. “It was you,” she gasped. “When Cee-Cee was dragging me onto the dance floor. You were there. I saw you.”

I was relieved to know that she had noticed me that night too. I took it as a sign that she had felt the connection as well. “Yes, and I’m the reason your party was moved to the VIP section.”

“But why?” she asked. “You didn’t even know me.”

“You’re going to think I’m way over the top if I tell you,” I warned her as she leaned closer. “I couldn’t stand watching those guys touching you when you were in the ‘suck for a buck’ shirt. So I told my manager to offer your party VIP service if you got rid of it. That way, I didn’t have to see them touch you anymore and I knew you were in a more protected area.”

“You know that’s a little bit crazy, right?” she questioned.

I couldn’t deny her accusation. My actions had made no sense at all at the time. I’d had no reason to feel possessive of a woman I had thought was marrying someone else. But I had, and I hadn’t been able to stop the impulse that had prompted the order to my manager.

“More than a little bit, but now that I know you, I’m happy as hell that I went with my gut. Even though you only had that damn shirt on for a short time, whenever I’ve seen a Lifesaver since then, it’s made me think of you. Which is often since we have them in goddamn bowls at the hostess stations of most of my restaurants.”

She laughed at my admission. “So my Lifesaver shirt and I have been haunting you?”

“Like crazy, Jocelyn.”

“I’m not used to anyone calling me anything other than Jo or Josie,” she said.

“Why?” I asked. “Jocelyn is a beautiful name. It’s perfect for you.”

I wasn’t prepared for the answer she blurted out. “My mom used to call me Jocelyn.”

“Used to?” he inquired.

“She died in a car accident right before high school,” she explained.

Tears welled in her beautiful eyes, but I couldn’t stop myself from asking after what she’d said when I’d picked her up from his house earlier in the evening. “And your dad doesn’t call you Jocelyn?”

She heaved a sigh before responding. “I don’t want to ruin this lovely evening you planned for us with negativity.”

I reached across the table and held her hand in mine. “Telling me about yourself isn’t going to ruin anything, sweetheart. I want to know everything about you. Whatever you feel comfortable sharing. And things you’ve never shared with anyone else.”

“I don’t talk about my parents,” she whispered before looking up at me. “Like ever. My mom’s death changed everything for me. Suddenly, she was gone, and then my dad sent me away.”

“To Brower?” I asked, knowing that that’s where she had met my brother. My parents hadn’t wanted him to go to school so far away, but he’d begged them because he’d wanted so badly to play for their hockey team. It didn’t sound like Jocelyn had gone there because it was her decision though.

“Yes. I used to skate and they had an amazing program. So my dad thought it would be best once my mom was gone since he traveled for work a lot,” she explained.

“And then you grew apart?” I inquired. “You and your dad?”

She shook her head in response. “No, it happened before that. I look a lot like my mom did and I think it hurts him to have me around. They were so in love, and then she was just gone in the blink of an eye. I don’t think he’s ever recovered.”

“I’m sorry,” I offered. “For your loss and for bringing up a topic that clearly upsets you.”

She smiled at me through her tears and squeezed my hand. “You know what?” she asked. “It’s almost a relief to talk to someone about it since I never do. I’m not sure what it is about you that’s making me spill my guts, but it feels kinda nice to get it off my chest.”

“How about we make a deal?” I said. “Any time you have anything you want or need to get off your chest, you come to me.”

“Isn’t that supposed to be Cee-Cee’s job? She is my best friend,” she argued.

“True, but my shoulders are broader than hers, so they’re better to cry on if it’s something upsetting,” I pointed out reasonably before lightening the mood with my next words. “And if it’s clothing you’d like to get off your chest, then I’m most definitely a better option than anyone else.”

“How did you manage to turn our heavy conversation to sex?”

“I’m cursed,” I sighed heavily. “If you’re part of the topic, then I can always find a way to work sex into what I’m thinking about.”

“Then I guess it’s a good thing I extracted that promise out of you last night or you’d be trying to talk me out of my panties right now.”

Just the sound of the word ‘panties’ coming from her lips had my cock hardening again. “I’m not sure I agree that it’s a good thing.”

“But this way, we can enjoy dinner without worrying about what will happen tonight.”

“Jocelyn,” I rasped out, wanting her complete attention focused on me. “You never have to worry when you’re with me. I’ve got you covered, sweetheart. You just leave everything to me.”


Chapter Seven


Josie

Somehow, I managed to take Andrew’s advice to heart at left everything up to him for the remainder of our first date. I normally didn’t trust very easily, especially not men. I knew it was because of the issues I had with how my dad had handled me after my mom died. It didn’t take lots of hours with a therapist to figure out that I had daddy issues. Yet I didn’t feel the same walls going up with Andrew that I normally raised with other people. I’d even talked to him a little about my parents and that was after only having known him for just one day.

The effect he had on me was startling. I found myself wanting to share just about everything with him so he would tell me all about himself too. And it was thrilling. My heart raced when we were together, even when doing something as simple as sharing a meal. Albeit an incredible meal at one of his restaurants where he’d arranged for it to be fabulously romantic. It certainly had been a grand gesture. And incredibly arousing. I’d never experienced a dinner date quite like the one last night where I’d spent the majority of the evening squirming in my seat. Those damn blue, smoldering eyes of his had flashed fire at me several times during the night to the point that I’d felt like I’d go up in flames.

Andrew had made it painstakingly clear how much he desired me. His fierce gaze had roamed my body and heated even more as the night had worn on. I’d never felt more wanted and he hadn’t even touched me. Not until we’d pulled into my driveway and he’d told me that, even though he’d agreed not to fuck me yet, he’d never said anything about kissing.

My breath hitched at the carnal tone in his voice as he leaned closer. Then Andrew speared a hand through my hair and tilted my head up so my lips were within easy reach.

“That damn red lipstick has been taunting me all night,” he grumbled before his lips swooped down and took possession of mine in a kiss that felt like it went on forever.

His tongue tangled with mine as he gripped my hair in one fist and held my jaw with the other. There was none of the usual first kiss awkwardness as he took control of my body and demanded that I hold none of my passion back from him.

By the time he released me, I was panting for air and quivering with need. When I noticed the fogged windows, it dawned on me that we were making out in his incredibly expensive sports car in the driveway of my childhood home. A startled laugh that relieved some of the sexual tension between us erupted from my lips.

“It’s been a long time since I ran the risk of getting caught in the front seat of somebody’s car by my dad. Or any seat for that matter,” I joked, trying to lighten the mood.

“Even longer for me,” Andrew groaned. “You better go inside now before I decide to run the risk of not keeping my word and take you home with me for the night.”

After that, Andrew exited the car and stalked to my side to help me out. I tugged the hem of my dress down as his heated stare lingered on my legs, making them tremble slightly.

“Thanks for dinner,” I whispered.

“We’ll do it again soon,” he promised. “Damn soon if I get my way.”

With that, Andrew watched me walk into the house before driving away. It was harder for me to leave him than I’d expected. He made me want to break all my rules and beg him to take me home. To relieve the needs he’d stirred inside me.

Instead, I undressed in my room and reached for my vibrator. After spending the evening with him, I needed to come desperately, so it didn’t take very long. I ran it around the outside of my pussy lips before dipping into my slit to gather some of the moisture that was leaking out of me. It only took a few swipes over my clit before I exploded and gasped out Andrew’s name.

I had cleaned myself up and changed into pajamas when I heard the ding of my phone letting me know I’d received a text message.

Andrew: Made it home safe.

Me: Good to know.

Andrew: Wish you were with me.

Me: Me too.

Andrew: Tomorrow night?

Me: Yes.

Now, I found myself scurrying home after work in a rush to get ready for my second date with Andrew in as many nights. I’d managed to avoid Alec at the rink today. I wasn’t ready to answer any of the questions he might have about what was going on with his brother and me. I wanted to see where this went without the added pressure of an inquisition.

Andrew had called during lunch to let me know that tonight would be more casual, so I dressed in jeans and a bright-blue top that Cee-Cee always told me made my eyes pop even more. I pulled my hair back into a low ponytail and went light on my makeup. My dad hadn’t been home when I’d arrived, and he hadn’t made it there as I rushed out the door at the purring sound of Andrew’s engine as his car pulled into the drive. This time, it wasn’t so I’d avoid the need to introduce the two men but because I couldn’t wait to see him.

A sense of anticipation had filled me all day, knowing that there wasn’t a promise standing in Andrew’s way tonight. I knew the dating rules said that sleeping with a guy on the second date still made me a slut, but I convinced myself that the label was worth it to know what it felt like to be his. So although I was dressed for a casual date, underneath my ordinary clothes, I was wearing the sexiest set of bra and panties I owned—a deep-blue silk thong and matching push-up bra that made my breasts look even bigger as they threatened to spill from the cups.

“This is becoming a habit,” he murmured before his lips lightly met mine in a warm but gentle kiss.

“What is?” I asked breathlessly.

He nodded his head at the front door. “You’re not waiting for me to knock.”

“Except this time it’s because I couldn’t wait to be with you,” I admitted.

“Really?” he growled. “I like the sound of that because I spent all day thinking about you. That’s quickly becoming a habit too.”

“I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t wreck any business stuff for you today,” I apologized even though I was thrilled he had admitted to being as affected by me as I was by him.

“My thoughts of you were good, sweetheart,” he assured me. “Although my best friend Mark, who works for me, did tease me a bit about being so distracted. But then he picked up the slack, so it was all good.”

“Your best friend works for you?” I asked as we pulled out of the drive.

I wasn’t paying attention to where Andrew was taking me as he told me about building up his business while also playing hockey. His enthusiasm for what he had accomplished was remarkable. But knowing that he’d found a way to include his best friend in his plans was heart-warming. It made him seem more real and less like the fantasy guy I’d seen pictures of online when I’d Googled him today.

I’d heard stories about Andrew back when I’d been in school with Alec but hadn’t paid close attention. So I’d wanted more information and resorted to the Internet—where you could find out just about anything about anyone. I’d been surprised to find very few pictures of him with women and assumed it was because he hadn’t been downplaying it when he’d said he never did relationships. I wasn’t sure if I should feel relieved to know there weren’t tons of scorned ex-girlfriends whose hearts he had broken in the past or worried that he was a player who had no idea what being in a relationship meant.

As my nerves got the best of me, I reminded myself that Alec respected the hell out of his brother enough to have followed in his footsteps. And his parents were the embodiment of a happily married couple from what I could tell. I’d always enjoyed watching their closeness as I’d interacted with them, and nothing seemed to have changed between them in the years since I’d last seen them. Knowing that he’d built strong enough ties with a childhood friend that they’d withstood his time in the NHL relieved some of my concerns as well.

“So where are you taking me?” I finally asked after about forty minutes of driving.

“For the first time ever in my life, I took my brother’s advice about dating,” he answered.

“Oh, really?” I was intrigued by his answer and curious as to what Alec might have told him. Maybe I shouldn’t have avoided him today after all.

“Seeing as we’re both North Siders,” he began, and I wiggled in my seat with excitement because I was pretty sure where he was going with this, “he suggested we go to the Cubs game.”

“You’re taking me to see the Cubbies?” I shrieked.

“There you go. I guess I should listen to my brother more often,” he said. “Although the time will come soon when I know what you like better than he does.”

I shivered at the dark promise in his eyes. I didn’t doubt that Andrew would know me in ways no other man ever had before. “Yes,” I whispered in agreement.

“If you keep looking at me like that, we aren’t going to make the game,” he warned. “I already have a thin hold on my control with you, Jocelyn.”

“I really want to see the Cubs play,” I admitted. “I haven’t been to a game at Wrigley in years.”

“Then it’s my pleasure to give you something you want,” he murmured, turning onto Clark Street as we neared the stadium. He pulled into a parking lot that looked full and showed the attendant a sticker for access.

“How did you manage to score a parking pass this close on the same day of a game?” I wanted to know.

“I made a few calls until I found a friend who has season passes. He was willing to miss tonight’s game if I would agree to host a small dinner party for him and his wife next week at one of my restaurants,” he explained.

I was floored by his response. “You traded an entire dinner party for tickets to a Cubs game because you thought I might enjoy it?”

“It was worth it,” he assured me. “Besides, I would have gotten him the reservation if he’d asked me for it anyway. The only difference is he doesn’t have to worry about the tab and I get to impress you tonight.”

“I’m very impressed,” I admitted. “But you didn’t have to go to these lengths to get the tickets. We could have just gone to a game a different night.”

He shut the engine off after pulling into a parking spot. “And I’m sure we will go to more games if you enjoy them. But it wasn’t hard to get the tickets for tonight and I wanted our second date to be as special as our first.”

“You really are pulling out all the stops with me, aren’t you?” I asked. “How am I ever supposed to resist you when you’re being so damn perfect?”

“My dad taught me that, if something’s worth doing, then it’s worth doing right, sweetheart,” he explained. “And I have absolutely no doubt in my mind that you’ll make any effort I put into this relationship well worth my time.”

“For a guy who never really dated before, you sure seem to know what you’re doing,” I complimented him.

“Maybe I was just saving it all up for when I met you,” he replied before we walked hand in hand into the stadium.

It was already crowded, and I was excited as we headed to our seats. There was nothing like watching a game at Wrigley Field. You couldn’t beat the energy being surrounded by die-hard fans provided.

“Holy shit,” I gasped as we neared the dugout-seat level.

He flashed an usher our tickets so we could gain entrance and led me farther down until we were at the front row. He nudged me in front of him and guided me past a long row of green seats filled with fans until we reached the low brick wall at the end. And over that wall was the Cubs’ dugout. A couple of the players sitting on the bench flashed me a grin as I stood gaping at them before Andrew pulled me down into my seat and glared at them.

“Your friend gave up front-row seats next to the dugout for a game against the Cardinals?” I asked incredulously. The very idea of it boggled my mind. Nobody agreed to something like that.

“He’s a very good friend,” Andrew said with a smile.

I looked at him suspiciously and quirked my eyebrow at him. I knew he had to be leaving something out of the story. “Cee-Cee is my best friend in the whole world, and if I had these seats to tonight’s game, there’s no way in hell she’d be able to talk me out of them without promising me her firstborn child.”

“I didn’t have to go to those lengths, although I might have begged just a little bit,” Andrew joked.

“Your friend is crazy,” I insisted.

“I think he just enjoyed being able to tell me ‘I told you so’ when he got me to admit I wanted to the tickets to impress you,” he murmured. “Knowing I’d finally met a woman who was worth a grand gesture meant he was right when he told me I’d find you sooner or later. Add in the fact that he gets to impress his wife with a surprise dinner party for her birthday and he was more than happy with the trade.”

“Awww,” I cooed. “That’s so sweet.”

Andrew wrapped his arm around my shoulders to pull me close as we sat side by side. “I think I deserve a kiss for managing to surprise you with the tickets,” he rumbled in my ear.

I’d never been one for public displays of affection, so I placed a chaste kiss on his lips. “Thank you,” I whispered back.

“That wasn’t the kind of kiss I’ve been thinking about all day,” he warned before his palms cradled my cheeks as he tugged my face closer. “And I think I’ve earned a real kiss.”

His hands moved to the back of my head as my eyelids slid closed. A startled sigh escaped as he wrapped my hair around his fist. Crushing his lips against mine, he applied gentle pressure to the back of my head. My tongue crept out and teased his as he nibbled at my lips. Then the palm that still cradled my cheek swept down until it was wrapped around the back of my neck.

Andrew groaned into my mouth as my lips parted further and his tongue swept inside, sliding sensuously against mine. My response as he consumed me was almost overwhelming. I lost myself in the moment until I heard cheering surround us. Then I pulled my mouth away, panting as I buried my face in his neck when I realized that we’d been picked up by the kiss cam and our private moment had been displayed for the whole stadium to see.

“Damn, sweetheart,” he murmured in my ear. “Your kisses pack one hell of a punch.”

“So do yours,” I agreed. “You made me forget where we were for a moment there.”

“After seeing your face light up when we took our seats, I never thought I would say this, but I regret bringing you here tonight,” he admitted gruffly.

My heart dropped and the smile I’d been wearing slid from my face.

“No, sweetheart,” he reassured me. “What I mean is I wish I’d just arranged for a quiet dinner at my place so I could have you all to myself instead of sharing you with forty-one thousand screaming fans.”

“Then take me there now,” I offered, surprising myself with the words that had come out of my mouth.

“Dammit, Jocelyn. You can’t say things like that in public. I don’t think I could get up and walk out of here right now if my life depended on it. Not without scaring people,” he said as he glanced down at his lap.

My gaze followed his and I watched helplessly as he shifted in his seat to adjust himself. I could clearly see his cock outlined against his jeans, straining to get out.

“I thought you said the other day that you liked talking dirty,” I whispered in his ear.

“Naughty girl,” he growled. “You’ll pay for that later.”

I laughed lightly, thrilled at the effect I was having on him. It was a heady feeling knowing how tightly he had to hold on to his control around me. A deliciously dangerous one if the fire in his eyes was any indication of how he was going to make me pay.

“Promises, promises.”

“Behave,” he hissed.

I settled back in my seat, satisfied that tonight was going to be another incredible date with Andrew. We had amazing seats for the best game in town. And after that kiss, I was relieved that I’d thought ahead and put on something sexy. To hell with the three-date rule. I wasn’t going to wait one more night to explore the explosive passion that simmered between us. Besides which, if I wanted to rationalize it, I could always count our time together at the barbeque as a first date. Because, regardless of how the game between the Cubs and the Cardinals went, Andrew was bound to score a home run once he got me to his place afterwards.


Chapter Eight


Andrew

I grew up going to Cubs games with my family, and one of my favorite non-hockey memories was the first game my dad ever took me to at Wrigley. None of the games after quite measured up to the perfection of that very first time.

Until tonight.

Having Jocelyn cheering beside me, drinking beer, and eating hot dogs was the most fun I’d ever had with a woman. I watched her almost as much as I watched the game. She held nothing back as she rooted for the Cubbies. Even when she stood up and belted out the lyrics to ‘Take Me Back to The Ballgame’ during the seventh inning stretch in a horribly out-of-tune voice that should have been a major turn-off. But the way her face lit up with pure joy made me want to see what other expressions I could coax out of her.

I grasped her hand tight in mine as we left the game, not wanting to lose her in the crowd. We wandered past groups of fans who were celebrating the Cubs game five-to-two win. On our way to the car, I stopped before we passed up a shirt vendor. There was a shirt that caught my eye immediately.

“What size do you wear?” I asked.

“You can’t ask a girl a question like that,” she protested.

I glanced down at her chest and smirked at the idea that crossed my mind. “I’ll take that one in size small,” I told the guy, pointing at the shirt I wanted for her.

“Seriously?” she muttered at me before overriding my selection. “Make it a medium please.”

“But I would have enjoyed you modeling the smaller size for me at my place,” I murmured in her ear. My gaze fell to her tits, and a flush spread across her neckline.

“I never would have been able to wear it anywhere,” she argued.

“Except in my bedroom when I asked for an encore rendition of the song,” I replied as I handed her the blue scoop-neck shirt with ‘Take Me Out To The Ballgame’ printed in shimmering red on the front.

“Are you hinting that you’d like to take me home with you?” she asked.

“No,” I disagreed. “I’m telling you you’re coming back to my place.”

“I shouldn’t allow you to get away with saying stuff like that,” she protested.

“But you’re going to anyway,” I pointed out reasonably since she was letting me guide her back to my car and hadn’t said no yet.

“Okay,” she agreed.

I smiled at the ease with which she gave in to my demands when she had every right to call me an arrogant asshole. She wanted me as much as I wanted her and was willing to go outside her comfort zone to explore this thing with me. It was a relief to know she was going to give in to the desire burning between us even though I knew damn well she wasn’t the type of girl to give it up after a couple of dates. I didn’t need her to tell me so to know that. Or my brother to warn me not to play around with her. Jocelyn was the kind of woman you were supposed to woo slowly into your bed, so I found myself asking her something that blew my mind considering I’d spent the entire date trying to keep my cock from exploding out of my pants.

“You sure?” I needed to hear her tell me that she wanted this as much as I did.

“Andrew, I know it sounds crazy because I’ve never acted like this with any other guy, but yeah. I’m one hundred percent positive that I want to go back to your house with you right now.”

Those were the words I’d wanted to hear. “I didn’t know it then, but that night at my club? It was already the start of you and me,” I admitted.

“You think so?” she asked, stopping to look in my eyes as though she were trying to determine how honest I was being.

“Yeah. I know what’s building between us may seem ridiculously fast to other people. I get that your other relationships moved at a slower pace. But we aren’t on anyone else’s timetable but our own,” I said. “We get to decide what’s right for the two of us as a couple, and after fantasizing about my mystery bachelorette for so many weeks, I don’t want to waste any more precious time, sweetheart.”

“I love when you call me that,” she admitted softly as she started to walk again.

“What? Sweetheart?” I asked, following next to her.

“Mmmm hmmm,” she confirmed. “Makes me feel special.”

“I didn’t even realize I was calling you that, but I’m glad you like it, because you are special. You’re the first woman to have a chance at reaching my heart and not just my cock. And you’re so damn sweet,” I admitted.

“Plus, I make you think of candy,” she teased.

“That you do,” I agreed.

After we reached my car, I quickly headed towards my house. I didn’t want to give Jocelyn a chance to second-guess her decision to come home with me. I wasn’t accustomed to bringing women to my house, but I’d made sure to clean before I’d picked her up for our date. I’d known I wanted her in my bed tonight, so I’d wanted to be ready in case she said yes. And now she had.

“It’s not too far,” I reassured her.

“Which, in Chicagospeak, means it could be anywhere from half an hour to an hour to get to your house,” she replied.

“Good point. I bought a house in Evanston about a year into my hockey career,” I told her. “One of the guys from the team lived down the street, and I saw the ‘for sale’ sign out front on the way to his house. I’d always liked the area, and the owners were upside down on their mortgage, so I bought it.”

“How old were you back then?” she asked.

“Younger than you,” I teased. “My age doesn’t bother you, does it?”

“Well, now that you mention it,” she said in a singsong voice, clearly making fun of my concern. She relented when she saw my glare. “No, the difference in our ages doesn’t worry me at all.”

It hadn’t crossed my mind before because she acted more mature than a lot of the women I’d taken out who just wanted to party, but I felt an immense relief at her confirmation that it wasn’t an issue for her.

“Why don’t you lean your seat back and relax?”

“I’m not really tired,” she argued.

“Maybe not yet, but I plan to wear you out,” I promised.

I turned on the satellite radio as she took my advice but turned on her side so she could look at me. The music flowed around us as she watched me drive, her eyes eventually drifting shut. By the time I made it to my house, she was sleep soundly and I almost didn’t want to disturb her. But I’d rather see her in my house than in my car, so I slid out as quietly as I could. Slowly opening her door, I carefully unclicked her seatbelt. She stirred as I lifted her into my arms to carry her inside.

“I’m too heavy,” she protested.

“I was a professional athlete for years, Jocelyn. You’re light as a feather to me.”

“Good point,” she murmured before she laid her head against my chest and wrapped her arms around me.

When we made it inside the kitchen door that connected to my garage, I placed her onto her feet. “Do you want something to drink?” I offered. “I grabbed a couple of bottles of white wine today.”

“For me?”

“I don’t drink the stuff,” I told her. “Although my mom might have some the next time she comes over.”

“Do all your dates get this kind of treatment?”

Even though she’d agreed to come back to my house tonight, Jocelyn still didn’t get that she was as much an exception to me as I was to her.

“I’ve never acted like this with any woman before. Ever,” I stressed. “I didn’t reserve the chef’s table at one of my own restaurants, go to the florist myself to make sure I had the perfect flowers on the table, willingly undergo the relentless teasing from a friend that would come from asking for a favor so I could take her on the perfect date.”

The joy that lit Jocelyn’s pretty, blue eyes was addicting, and I found myself telling her more.

“I don’t bring women to my home. It’s too personal. My safe haven. But I want to share my space with you, see your hair spread across my pillow. Take you on my own sheets.”

“I want that too,” she sighed. “But I should warn you that it’s been a while for me.”

I hated the thought of someone else having taken what I was quickly considering mine, and I couldn’t help but feel a surge of triumph that she hadn’t been with anyone recently. Odds were it had been more than a year based on our conversation about her past relationships, and I was damn well going to make it more than worth her wait. I was determined to drive her crazy and ruin her for any other man.

I walked her forward as I kissed her, driving her backwards through the kitchen door until her back landed against the wall in the hallway. Raising her arms above her head, I trapped them in one fist as I pressed a leg between hers. The difference in our heights came to my advantage as I lifted her up until they were off the ground, giving me total control over her movements.

I kissed her ruthlessly, invading her mouth with my tongue and nipping at her lips. Jocelyn flexed her arms against my hold, and I tightened my grip and growled deep into her throat. She writhed against me, her pussy pressed against me. I felt her heat through our layers of clothing burning into me and couldn’t wait to feel it wrapped around my cock instead.

“Are you on birth control?” I barked as a tremor shook her body. I’d never gone bareback with a woman before—always living by the ‘no glove, no love’ rule. But it seemed that another of the normal rules didn’t apply with me and Jocelyn, because I was dying to sink inside her without anything between us.

She looked up at me with dazed eyes, clouded by desire. “What?” she asked, confused.

“Are you protected?” I growled into her mouth.

Understanding lit her eyes. “Yes, but you should still use a condom.”

“Jocelyn,” I groaned, knowing that it was her choice but wanting desperately to change her mind. “I swear to God I would never put you at risk. I get regular checkups, haven’t slept with anyone else in months, and I’ve never gone without a condom before.”

I had no idea what I needed to say to get her to agree. The possessive beast inside me that had awoken when I’d met her wanted to mark her with my come.

The acceptance flashed in her eyes before she breathed out her answer. The sexual flame that burned between us raged out of control into an inferno. I released her hands so I could lift her shirt up and over her head, desperate to touch her bare skin. I finally had her exactly where I wanted her. It felt like forever that I’d had to wait for her even though this was only our second date. But nobody else had done it for me in that month before her. Since the first time I saw her, my cock insisted that it had to be her and my brain refused to admit that anyone else could compare. Thank fuck that my wait was finally over.

I lifted her into my arms and headed towards my bedroom. The master suite was on the first floor so we didn’t have far to go. I dropped her onto the edge of my bed and quickly followed her down. I pushed the cup of her bra down so I could reach one of her perfect nipples, pinching it between my thumb and forefinger and rolling it around until she was writhing beneath me. I lowered my head and sucked, pulling her nipple firmly into my mouth.

“Andrew,” I heard Jocelyn gasp as her legs opened and allowed me to lie between them. I could feel her wet heat, and my hardened length twitched as a spot of pre-come dripped from the tip.

I switched my attention to the other side, sucking until I felt the tip of her nipple against the roof of my mouth. She squirmed beneath me, and I felt her hands reach for the hem of my shirt to pull it off. Once it was removed, I unsnapped the button of her jeans and pulled down the zipper. Jocelyn lifted her hips off the bed so I could pull them off her body and toss them to the floor.

She lay there, naked except for blue panties and a matching bra that had been pulled below her breasts. Her skin was flushed all over, a delicate, rosy-red hue tingeing it.

“I need to taste you,” I growled as tore her panties down her legs before I pushed them apart. Rolling off the bed, I dropped on my knees on the floor in front of her.

My fingertips drifted up her inner thighs until they grasped her firmly so I could hold her in place as I lazily drew circles on the tender skin at the crease of her thigh. I brushed my lips over her slit as I moved to the other side, teasing her by breathing hot air on her core. Her scent grew stronger as I tormented her with flicks of my tongue along her pussy lips.

Jocelyn’s hips bucked against my hold as she begged. “Please, Andrew. Ohmigod, I need you to take me. Please.”

Her hands fisted in my hair as she tried to pull my face closer. I nudged her leg higher before moving my hand so I could spread her open with my fingers. I pointed my tongue and flicked her clit, going gently at first until I heard her moan. Then I increased the pressure until she was writhing in need. I slipped my fingers through her wet folds and tapped her clit hard before delving lower to sink one inside her.

“So fucking wet for me.” I forced the words past my lips before I licked them, savoring her taste. “Gonna make you come for me first with my mouth.”

I added another finger and twirled them around, stretching her so she’d be ready for me when she took my cock. I used my other hand to spread her pussy lips and lightly pull her hood so her clit was exposed. Tugging it into my mouth, I gave a quick, little suck. Her walls clenched against my fingers, so I repeated the action before flicking my tongue over her clit while I sucked. Her hips surged up and she screamed out my name as she climaxed around my fingers.

I pumped my fingers over and over, determined to make it last as long as I could for her. When she stopped shuddering and lay there gasping for air, I stood up and whipped my shirt over my head. Then I undid the button of my jeans and slid the zipper down, her eyes locked on my movements. I’d gone commando today, so when my jeans slid down my legs, my cock sprang free. It was standing at attention, so painfully erect that it bobbed against my abs above my belly button as I stepped towards the bed.

I wrapped my arms around her back and moved her so she was resting in the middle of my bed. Popping the clasp of her bra, I drew it down her arms. Once it was removed, she wrapped her legs around my waist and I felt her wet heat against the head of my cock.

“You’re mine now,” I growled as I sank into her in one long stroke.

I had never felt anything like this before. Her wetness surrounded my cock as her pussy tightened around me. Her walls were clenched down so tight against me that I was almost afraid to move. So I held still, fighting for my control as she adjusted to my length.

“You feel so good, Andrew,” she whispered huskily as she reached to pull my head down and kiss me.

“Need to fuck you now,” I growled against her lips.

Her pussy fluttered at my words before she arched her head back and bared her neck. I didn’t bother resisting the urge to sink my teeth into her flesh as I slid out. I released her skin when I plunged back inside. With the need to dominate her riding me hard, I couldn’t go slow and enjoy the moment. I set about a punishing pace of strokes that bottomed out each time, the tip of my cock bumping against her cervix.

“So fucking wet and tight, sweetheart. I can’t last much longer,” I warned as I felt the telltale tingling begin at the base of my spine.

She wrapped her arms and legs even tighter around me. “Just like that!” she gasped. “Oh God! I’m going to come again too.”

“Fuck yeah, you are,” I urged her on as I put my hand between her legs and pinched her clit. Her pussy clenched around me and sent me over the edge as she screamed out her pleasure.

“Two in one go,” she murmured in wonder after we’d both managed to regain our breath.

“And I’m not done with you yet,” I promised.

“I didn’t plan to spend the whole night,” she protested. “I need to go to work tomorrow.”

“What time do you need to be there?” I asked as I dragged her body closer to mine so I could enjoy the feel of her tucked next to me. I wasn’t looking forward to letting her out of my bed anytime soon.

“Around nine o’clock,” she replied.

I quickly did the math in my head, knowing I needed to add some extra time for early morning traffic. Her dad’s house was normally about twenty-five minutes away from mine. The rink another twenty from there. Rush hour could easily double or triple the commute.

“I’ll set the alarm for six. You can take a quick shower here while I make you breakfast,” I offered.

“But I don’t have anything to wear home in the morning,” she argued.

“Then I guess it’s a good thing you made me get you the medium shirt instead of a small,” I pointed out. I knew I almost had her convinced as a small smile crossed her face. “I’ll even let you sleep.”

“You will, huh?” she teased.

“A little,” I promised before I rolled back on top of her to ravish her again.

I managed to keep my word. She got as many hours of sleep as she did orgasms, so I figured it was a fair trade.


Chapter Nine


Josie

The next couple of months flew by faster than I’d expected. I found myself busy with my new job, looking for a new home, and building a new relationship. One that quickly developed a pattern. Andrew and I would spend almost every night of the week together, which resulted in my staying over at his place most of the time. After almost being late to work about a week into our relationship, I finally started meeting him at his place after work so I had my car and could head straight in from there.

Dating Andrew opened doors I’d never imagined. He had access to the best clubs, events, and restaurants in town. If I even mentioned something that interested me in passing, he quickly made arrangements for us to do it. For a man who had never made a commitment to another woman, he seemed to have settled into dating me with ease.

And the sex. Oh, God, the sex was indescribable. Once the seal had been broken between Andrew and me, neither of us held anything back. Sex with him was incredibly different from anything I had ever felt before. I’d never even imagined that I’d enjoy someone taking control of my body the way he did, but he was so ruthlessly devoted to making me climax as often as possible.

He was quickly becoming such an important part of my life that I felt like I had to factor him into my selection of apartments. So I ditched the idea of finding something downtown and looked at suburbs near his. With my dad in Northbrook, the rink in Skokie, and Andrew in Evanston, I had several areas I could look at that were within my budget. It even made more sense than living downtown commute-wise, but it meant that I wouldn’t get as much time with Cee-Cee.

I was scanning the Internet on my iPad at lunch when Alec sat down at my table. Training camp had picked up steam, and we’d both been so busy when we were at the rink that we hadn’t really talked very much lately.

“Hey, Jo,” he greeted me. “How’s my bro?”

Jason walked up behind him and slapped him upside the head. “Always cracking jokes,” he said. “But seriously, I’ve heard a rumor you’re off the market and shacking up with Rourke’s brother of all people?”

“We’re not shacking up,” I sputtered.

“I don’t know. My mom said the last time she went over there that Andrew’s kitchen was stocked with all kinds of girly food he normally wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole,” Alec disagreed. “Yogurt, healthy cereal, green tea.”

“And I’ve seen the pictures of the two of you in the papers,” Jason pointed out. “Lots of different places. Different days.”

“Sounds pretty serious to me,” Alec said.

I held my hands up in surrender. “I didn’t say we weren’t together. Just that we aren’t living together.”

“Yet,” Jason teased. “Dude like that’s smart enough to lock you down tight if he knows what’s good for him.”

“And one thing my brother’s always been is damn smart,” Alec agreed.

“Enough out of you two,” I commanded before holding up my iPad so they could see the search on my screen. “If I were living with Andrew, then would I be apartment hunting right now?”

“Where are you looking?” Jason asked.

“And does my brother know you’re looking at apartments?” Alec wanted to know.

“I’m sure I’ve mentioned it to him before,” I said. “But I don’t think it’s come up in conversation lately.”

“You need to talk to him before you sign anything,” Alec advised.

“I’ve only been dating him for a couple of months, Alec. He knows I’m living with my dad and I’m not happy to still be there even with as much time as I spend over at Andrew’s place. It’s not going to be a shocker to him if I find a place I want to rent,” I insisted.

“That’s what you think,” he mumbled under his breath.

“Hey, wasn’t there a place that just opened up in your building?” Jason asked.

Alec looked at both of us like a deer in headlights as he shook his head no.

“Is there?” I demanded.

“I’m pretty sure you just mentioned it to me the other day, man,” Jason piped in helpfully.

“Fuck my life,” Alec muttered. “Andrew’s going to fucking kill me if you move into my building.”

“Why on Earth would he be angry?” I wondered aloud. “I think he’ll be relieved to know that you’re around if I ever need something and he’s not available.”

“Sure, he’ll be cool with you living close to me,” Alec agreed. “But do you know who else lives in that building? Hockey players. Several of them from this team. All of them single. And firemen. Once again—single. And let’s not forget the cops. And no, before you even ask, I’ll just tell you they’re single too. I don’t think any of the guys who live in my building are married or even have serious girlfriends except Luka.”

“So what you’re saying is if I take this apartment that will save me tons of time commuting to work, I’ll also be living in the safest building ever because I will be surrounded by professional athletes with whom I work, police, and firemen?” I quipped.

“You could put it that way,” he agreed. “Or you could just say you’d be living with a bunch of horny guys and it’s going to drive my brother insane. And he’s going to blame me since I already live there, so I don’t even have plausible deniability here. I’m so fucking dead.”

“I think you’re exaggerating his reaction,” I insisted. “Besides which, I haven’t even seen the place yet. What if I hate it?”

“You’re not going to hate it,” Jason said. “Why do you think all the guys snap the places up when they’re available?”

“Certainly not for the single women who live in the building,” I joked, earning me a glare from Alec. “C’mon. Give me the contact information for the rental office so I can go look today.”

“Shit,” he grumbled before pulling out his cell phone and getting the information I needed. “You need to tell Andrew that I thought this was a bad idea.”

“Absolutely,” I promised as I called to see if I could dash over there now since I didn’t have any appointments for the next two hours.

The girl who answered the line was very friendly and agreed to let me come right over when I explained that I worked with several of the tenants. Apparently, based on her reaction when I admitted that my coworkers were all players for the Cavaliers, she was a fan.

I couldn’t help but hope that her fascination with hockey players improved my odds for her to accept my application. Because, after the tour of the apartment, I definitely wanted the place. It was the perfect size for me, with one bedroom, a bathroom that had a Jacuzzi tub and a walk-in shower, and an open floor plan between the eat-in kitchen and living room. It was on the third floor, which was great for safety, and there were several elevators in the lobby, so I didn’t have to worry about using stairs all the time. Plus, they had a killer workout room in the club house and a nice outdoor pool that was open seasonally. It really did have everything I could possibly want.

“I’ll take it,” I said impulsively, not wanting to lose out on the opportunity for the perfect place.

The rental girl, Mandy she’d said her name was, flashed me a quick grin before she replied. “Well, I’ve had several people look at the unit today, but nobody has actually put a deposit down on it yet, so, technically, it’s still available.”

I whipped my checkbook out of my bag. “First month’s and last month’s rent plus deposit?”

“It would be pending your application and background check,” she warned as I wrote out the check.

“No problem,” I assured her. “Just give me a call as soon as everything is in order and let me know when I can move in.”

“It should only take a couple of days,” she promised. “You could probably move in this weekend if you wanted.”

“I really appreciate that you dropped everything to let me see the place so quickly,” I thanked her.

“Maybe you can let me know if you ever have spare tickets to a game,” she hinted.

If that was the price of admission, then I was definitely willing to pay it. “Absolutely. I’m sure I’ll be able to get tickets for most of the games. Just let me know a couple of nights that work best for you once the season starts and I’ll make sure you get them.”

Mandy thanked me profusely before I left the apartment.

While waiting for the elevator, I couldn’t help but think it was odd that she’d had to ask me for tickets when so many of the guys lived here. Then again, sleeping with a puck bunny who was in charge of the place where you lived probably wasn’t the brightest idea, so maybe the guys tried to avoid her as much as possible.

Oh well. It isn’t my problem to worry about, I thought as I stepped onto the elevator and punched the button for the ground floor.

When the doors slid back open, I saw a couple of familiar faces.

“Josie,” Luka greeted me. “What a nice surprise seeing you here.”

Aubrey looked at me tentatively, and I guessed she was still a little uncomfortable in my presence. So I made sure to acknowledge her first.

“Hi, Aubrey. It’s nice to see you. I was happy to hear that you and Luka had found a great place to settle into when you moved here.”

It must have done the trick because she flashed me a smile. “We did,” she agreed. “And Jason mentioned that you got a job as a therapist for the Cavaliers.”

“Yes. I’m so excited they were willing to give me a chance straight out of school,” I replied.

“Well, they’re lucky to have you,” Luka said. “I for one can vouch for your abilities. I wouldn’t have made it through my senior year of hockey if you hadn’t helped me out.”

“I was happy to be able to help,” I said, waving off his gratitude. “Speaking of help, Alec mentioned you’re the reason Jason’s skating with the team during training camp. It was pretty awesome of you to give him the opportunity. He’s doing pretty well, and if I had to guess, I’d say his odds are pretty good the team will offer him a spot on the roster.”

“I’ll have to try to catch him on the ice one of these days,” Luka replied. “It would be good to see him and Alec skate together.”

“I can get you two into one of the sessions if you’d like,” I offered.

“Are they skating today?” Aubrey asked me.

“Yeah. That’s part of why I was able to run over and check out an apartment really quickly. I’m not scheduled to work on any of the guys until the next skating session is over anyway,” I answered.

“You should go,” Aubrey told Luka. “You might never get the chance again in the middle of the day like this once your schedule changes and you aren’t working Saturdays anymore.”

“But I thought we were going to run errands together, moya printsessa?” Luka complained.

I sighed deeply at how adorable they were together. The way Luka said his nickname for Aubrey with that hot-as-shit Russian accent was insanely attractive. If he weren’t so clearly in love with Aubrey and I weren’t already taken, I’d be sorely tempted by him even though he was a few years younger than I was. Remembering what Jason had said about Luka planning to pop the question, I quickly glanced down at Aubrey’s hand and was disappointed when I didn’t see a ring.

“We’ll have plenty of time to run errands later,” Aubrey told him. “You’ve managed to get me to live in sin with you and now you’re stuck with me.”

“If you’re sure,” he said slowly, like he was waiting for her to tell him not to go.

“I’m positive,” she assured him. “Now go. Josie will get you into the rink and you’ll probably wish you had skates with you when you watch your friends out there on the ice.”

“Love you,” he whispered before kissing her on the lips and waiting for her to get on the elevator.

“It’s nice to see you both so happy together,” I told him as we walked to my car.

“It’s good to be here with her,” he said. “I’m lucky she was willing to move so I could be closer to my family.”

“Do you just want to ride over with me and then Alec or Jason can give you a ride back later on?” I asked.

“Sure,” he agreed, and we got in my car and headed out.

“And you found a job you like?” I asked.

“Yes, but Aubrey’s still looking for something that’s the right fit for her. I don’t want her to settle for just any job when she could have done whatever she wanted at her father’s bank,” he explained.

“And I heard that you’re thinking about popping the question,” I said.

Luka looked down at his hands sheepishly. “It’s good to know he’s telling everyone my news,” he said sarcastically. “But yeah. I know she’s the one for me, and living together without that kind of commitment doesn’t seem right for us. Not for the long term anyway.”

“Even though you’re both still pretty young?”

“We might be young,” he agreed. “But when you know you’ve met the right one, what’s the point in wasting time?”

As I drove the rest of the way to the rink, I thought about what he’d said. Things with Andrew had moved at lightning speed, but I couldn’t help but seeing a parallel with our relationship. I hadn’t wasted any time jumping into this thing with him with both feet.

I parked in my spot and noticed Andrew’s car nearby. As we walked to the entrance, he came striding through the doors and stormed towards us. He leveled a dark glare at Luka before pulling me close.

“What are you doing here?” I asked since I hadn’t expected to see him until tonight.

“Alec texted me and suggested that I stop by,” he replied, looking at me and then Luka with a question in his eyes.

“Hey, Andrew,” Luka said in greeting with a small smirk on his face, clearly enjoying the awkwardness of the situation after our conversation in the car.

“Luka,” Andrew growled back. “I’d like to say it’s good to see you again, but that wouldn’t be true since you’re with my Jocelyn.”

“Settle down,” Luka told Andrew. “I’m not hitting on your woman. I have one of my own back at the apartment waiting on me.”

“Back at the apartment?” Andrew asked. “Is that where you’re coming from?”

“I’ll let you two have this conversation privately,” Luka offered. “Thanks for the ride over, Josie I’ll use your name if I have a problem getting inside.”

I waited until Luka had made it inside the building before turning to Andrew. “What exactly was that all about?”

“You tell me. Why would my brother think it was so urgent that I talk to you today?”

“That asshole,” I huffed out. “He seems to think you wouldn’t be happy to learn I found an apartment.”

“An apartment?” he repeated dumbly.

“Yeah. I just signed the paperwork for a one-bedroom in the same building that Alec lives in,” I explained.

“Fucking A,” he hissed. “You’re going to move into bachelor central?”

“No, I’m going to move into a lovely one-bedroom apartment that has all the amenities I want and is closer to your house and work,” I corrected him.

“When are you moving in?” he asked.

“Maybe this weekend if I’m lucky.”

He sighed deeply and looked down at the ground. “And this is what you want? An apartment of your own?”

“I don’t want to live with my dad anymore,” I admitted. “Which means I needed to find someplace else to go.”

Andrew rested his chin on my head. “What about moving in with me?”

I was stunned by this turn of events. Even though Alec had joked about Andrew being angry that I was moving into an apartment in his building, I never expected him to actually ask me to move in with him.

“I already signed the paperwork and gave them a check,” I whispered, unsure of what I would have said if we’d had this conversation this morning instead.

Andrew’s hold on me tightened for a moment before he stepped away. “Then I guess we have lots of stuff to do for you to be ready to move into your new place this weekend.”


Chapter Ten


Andrew

I wasn’t happy about Jocelyn’s new living arrangements. It bothered me that she’d signed a lease without talking to me about it. We were in a relationship. I thought that’s what women expected to happen—you talked about decisions with your significant other. But no, she simply told me that she’d found the perfect apartment and signed a lease for a whole fucking year.

But I didn’t know how to tell her all that. I felt like it was partially my fault because I hadn’t told her that I wanted her to think about moving in with me. I’d known how unhappy she was with her living arrangements. Things were even more uncomfortable at home with her dad than they had been in the beginning now that she was spending so much time with me. They rarely saw each other, but he still let it be known that he wasn’t happy with her staying out all hours of the night even though she was a grown woman.

It was my responsibility to take care of things for Jocelyn. I wanted to be the person she came to when she needed help. To fix her problems for her. And I’d missed my chance this time because I’d been too concerned that a couple of months wasn’t long enough for a question like that. Now, I had to worry whether or not her new apartment meant she wouldn’t be staying over with me as often even while I helped her pick out furniture, pots and pans, bedding and towels. All of it was what I considered to be a waste of money because it was stuff I’d hoped like hell she wouldn’t even need in the near enough future if I had my way.

This weekend had been a lesson in patience. I’d helped her get everything together so she would be ready to move. Supervised the movers and helped her unpacked. I’d been doing so well, too. Until I saw that damn bachelorette party sash from the night I’d first seen her. It reminded me of the weeks I’d lost because I hadn’t known she was only pretending. And now, I felt like she was taking more time away from me as she made a home for herself here. Surrounded by single guys who would get to see her each and every day, even when I might not.

It was enough to send me over the edge of reason. I was done trying to hold myself back. I’d promised myself before that she’d pay for that wasted time, and tonight was the night. I just needed to wait for the right moment to pounce. Luckily, I didn’t have long before everyone cleared out.

When I was helping Jocelyn make her bed, I was presented with the perfect opportunity.

“Go take a shower,” I murmured in a deceptively gentle voice. “I’ve got this.”

“That sounds wonderful,” she sighed. “I feel so grimy. I think I’ve washed my hands a couple dozen times today. I hate the way working with cardboard boxes makes me feel.”

“Go on,” I urged her. “I’ll finish in here and then join you in the shower.”

“Ohhh, we can break it in,” she cooed.

I simply smiled and let her think what she wanted since I normally would have been all over that idea. But not tonight. Shower sex was going to have to wait for a different time because I had no plans to let her come for several hours.

Jocelyn began humming to herself as she turned on the shower. I loved that off-tune voice of hers and had grown accustomed to hearing it in my own bathroom several times a week. I hurriedly finished making the bed and grabbed the sash from where she’d shoved it into the closet when she’d seen me glaring at it. Next, I reached into the drawer of her bedside table to get her vibrator and tossed both items onto the mattress, hiding them under the pile of pillows.

Now that I had everything I needed within easy reach, I headed into the bathroom to join Jocelyn. Although it had only been a couple of minutes, fog had already started to gather on the mirror. I quickly stripped my clothes from my body and stepped into the shower behind her.

“Thank you,” she murmured in appreciation as I ran my fingers through her hair to help rinse the shampoo out of it while lightly massaging her scalp.

“You’re welcome,” I replied, slowly working my down to her shoulders and back. “You know you can count on me whenever you need anything, Jocelyn.”

“Even help moving when you aren’t very happy about my decision,” she said, hinting at the topic I’d been avoiding since she’d told me her decision.

“Yes,” I agreed. “Even then.”

Jocelyn turned in my arms so she was facing me, the water beating down her back. She looked up at me with worry in her pretty, green eyes. “I really am sorry for not talking to you about the apartment before I signed the lease,” she offered.

“I don’t think you understand how much I wish you had,” I replied. My hand tightened on her shoulders in frustration.

“If I hadn’t been worried that someone else would snap this place up before I could sign the paperwork, I wouldn’t have gone off half-cocked and just signed the paperwork on the spot. Instead, I would have talked to you about it before committing to take it.”

I was relieved to hear that it had just been her sense of urgency that had spurred her into renting the apartment before we could discuss it, but I was still frustrated by the situation. “I have plenty of space at my place,” I growled out.

“It’s still so early in our relationship, Andrew. People don’t just move in with each other after a couple of months,” she argued.

“I shouldn’t have to remind you what I told you the night you gave yourself to me, Jocelyn,” I warned, getting angry with her logic that it would have been too soon to take that step. “What’s between us is nobody’s business but our own and we don’t need to live by anyone else’s rules.”

“I know,” she said, trying to soothe me.

“But you don’t,” I retorted. “Not really, or you wouldn’t use the timing as an excuse.”

“I’m sorry,” she apologized.

“For what?” I demanded as the steam clouded around us.

“For not talking to you. For being afraid to take a step like that so fast. And for hurting you.”

I was hurt that she wasn’t ready to move in together. Even though she was the first woman I’d ever gotten serious with, things had fallen into place between us so perfectly that I couldn’t help but see her in my future for a long time. To me, it seemed like the next logical step, but apparently, logic didn’t always have its place in relationships. At least not ours.

“Make it up to me then,” I growled, exerting some pressure on her shoulders.

Jocelyn glanced down at my hardened cock, which pulsed between us. Between the thoughts of what I was going to do to her in her bed soon and the sight and feel of her naked body, I was already close to the edge. It wouldn’t take much to set me off.

She gently tugged me so we switched places and the water was beating against my back as she sank to her knees in front of me. Flicking her tongue out, she licked the drop of pre-come that had leaked from my cock. Then she swept her wet hair away from her face before running her hands up my thighs. I reached out and palmed her cheeks as she sucked me into her moist mouth. The wet heat engulfed me as she drew me farther inside.

I enjoyed the sight of her before me, her eyes upturned and beseeching as she moved up and down, trying to take as much of my cock into her mouth as she could.

“So good, sweetheart,” I complimented her. As upset as I was, I knew she needed reassurance. As demanding as I was going to be tonight, I needed to keep that in mind.

She used one of her hands to brace herself as her fingers from the other teased along my balls. She drew ever-widening circles with them, moving closer and closer to my puckered hole with each swipe. The tempo of her mouth quickly changed and she was sucking me hard and deep, her head moving up and down in a quick rhythm that made me want more.

“Mmmmm,” she hummed as she twisted her mouth around the tip, her tongue flicking along the slit.

“Suck me hard,” I demanded before I wrapped her wet hair around my fist and grasped her chin to control her movements.

Thoughts of what I was going to do her when we moved to the bed raced through my head and drove me even closer to the edge. I fucked into her mouth once, going deep until I bumped against the back of her throat and it convulsed around me. Then I swiftly pulled back to make sure she had enough air and surged back inside with a few quick jabs.

“I’m going to come,” I warned before jets of my semen coated her mouth, spurting in streams from my cock.

Jocelyn sucked at me until I gave one last twitch and finished coming. Looking up at me with satisfaction in her gaze, she licked until she got every drop.

“I love when I make you lose control,” she gloated.

Little did she know that she would come to regret those words soon since her blow job had just released enough pressure that I was ready torture her for hours.

“Let’s finish up in here and then see what we can do to make you lose yours,” I suggested as I pulled her to her feet.

We both washed up quickly, driven by our need for each other. Then I got out first and dried myself off with one of the bath towels I’d bought for her. When she turned off the water and stepped out, I wrapped my towel around my waist and grabbed another so I could dry her off.

“Grab your lotion,” I ordered before sweeping Jocelyn into my arms and carrying her to the bed.

I gently laid her down before I opened the bottle to squeeze some lotion into the palm of my hand. Starting with her legs, I rubbed it into her soft skin. I massaged slowly, working my way up and avoiding her pussy before moving to her belly. By the time I was done, she was shaking with need beneath me even though the rubdown hadn’t been overly sexual.

“Do you trust me?” I whispered into her ear.

“Of course,” she gasped, arching her back so her nipples grazed against my bare chest.

“I want you to close your eyes,” I requested.

As soon as the words left my mouth, I watched as she complied and they drifted shut. Satisfaction surged through me at her display of faith in me. It helped soothe some of the sting I felt about the apartment, but not enough that I wasn’t going to enjoy the next few hours tremendously.

I retrieved the sash and vibrator from under the pillows and set them beside her sprawled body. Mine to do with it whatever I wished. She was mine and I was going to make damn sure there was no doubt left in her mind before the night was over.

“Keep them closed,” I ordered as I slid my finger over the dial of the vibrator’s remote and the toy started throbbing. I ran it down her body, rubbing it over her peaked nipples and through the valley between her breasts. “So this is the toy you used to pleasure my pussy while it waited for me,” I purred. I slid the vibrator over her slick folds before inserting it into her channel. “Now close your legs. Tight.”

“Andrew, please,” she pleaded with me. “If I close my legs, you won’t be able to touch me.”

“Now, Jocelyn,” I barked out, and she heaved a deep sigh before complying. “I want you to suffer for the torment you put me through,” I growled before I wrapped the bachelorette sash around her legs.

Her eyes popped open and she gasped when I tied it tight around her thighs so they couldn’t open them. I wanted to drive her closer and closer to the edge.

“You’re not the one in charge right now, sweetheart,” I reminded her. “I am. You told me you trusted me. That was the truth, wasn’t it?”

“Of course it was,” she quickly reassured me.

“Then close your eyes and give me what I want,” I demanded roughly.

Jocelyn moaned loudly as she lay helpless before me. “I don’t know how long I can hold on,” she whined.

“You’ll control it. For me,” I ordered. “Concentrate, and no matter what I do to you, don’t come until I say you can.”

“But, Andrew—” she protested, and I felt her body tremble beneath my hands.

I laid my fingers over her lips to stop her from talking. “Thoughts of you tormented me for weeks. And you have this goddamned bachelorette party sash sitting here like it’s nothing when it took you from me for more than a month,” I hissed out. “Now that I finally have you underneath me, where we both know you belong, you went and signed a one-year lease on an apartment without even talking to me about it first. Surrounded by men who look at you with lust in their eyes. Who would jump at the chance to take what’s mine.”

“Andrew, you know I don’t want anyone but you,” she pleaded with me.

“You better not, because I own this pussy. It’s mine to do what I want with. Nobody else’s,” I growled, driven past reason by the possessiveness that was riding me hard. “And tonight, I’m going to torture you with the very vibrator you used in place of my cock all those weeks I didn’t have you.”

“But, Andrew—” she groaned, her voice cutting off as I picked up the remote and turned the dial to the next highest setting. I heard the tempo of purring noise kick up a notch as it pulsed inside her.

“No, Jocelyn. I’m in charge of your pleasure. And I want to draw this out as long as humanly possible.”

Her skin was flushed that rosy hue I loved so much, the one that told me how aroused she was. A fine sheen of sweat pebbled across her brow as her body arched on the bed.

“Are you doing okay?” I whispered in her ear. “Or is your body burning for that release yet?”

“Please, Andrew. I’m beyond burning. I’m in agony for you,” she begged.

“Good. Then you can almost understand how difficult it was for me as I ached for you and thought I couldn’t have you.”

“Please,” she sobbed as I turned up the speed on the vibrator.

“Just a little more, sweetheart. You can do it for me, can’t you?”

“Yes,” she hissed out as her jaw clenched. “I can try.”

“Good girl,” I murmured against her skin as I kissed down her jawline. “Because you aren’t going to come until I can taste it on my tongue. And I intend to take my time licking and sucking my way down your body before I get there.”

And that’s just what I did. I sucked at the skin near the base of her throat where her pulse throbbed. I licked between her breasts as I kneaded them with my hands and rolled her nipples between my fingers. I nibbled on her softly rounded stomach before plunging my tongue into her belly button and mimicking how I wanted to fuck her. And finally, I licked along the top of her pussy as I slowly untied the sash that held her legs trapped together.

She tried to part them so I’d have better access, but the sash was still wound around her thighs. I lifted them so I could unwrap her legs and then hooked her legs around my shoulders. As the vibrator slid from her body, I plunged my tongue deep inside and ground my face against her warm flesh, driving my stiffened tongue as far as I could, my nose rubbing against her clit. Her body spasmed in my arms as her climax exploded against my mouth.

I gave her a couple of minutes to recover before I whipped the towel from my body. My erect cock sprang free from its tented confines. I practically leapt for her body, and she was so goddamn wet that I surged inside with one powerful stroke. Even though I had come when she’d blown me in the shower, I was already close to the edge again. I rolled onto my back so she was astride me, impaled on my cock.

“Sweetheart, you need to move,” I moaned.

She circled her hips, grinding my cock inside her pussy. I felt my pelvic bone rubbing her clit when she pushed harder against me at the end of each movement. Then her walls tightened around me as she mewled, “So close, but I just can’t get there.”

I gripped her hips in my hands and took control of our fucking back. I pounded into her, bumping against her cervix over and over again, pushing both of us closer to the edge. Her body began to shudder as I continued to ruthlessly hammer into her. In this position, I couldn’t get any deeper, so I flipped her onto her stomach, pulling her onto her hands and knees. Then I lined myself up from behind and thrust back inside.

“You’re so tight this way,” I groaned.

“Fuck me harder,” she begged as she gripped the headboard for leverage and ground her hips back against me on each thrust.

I flexed my fingers against her hips to tighten my hold on them as I widened my stance. “You want it harder, then that’s the way you’ll get it,” I promised.

“Please, Andrew,” she cried out. “I’m so close.”

“Play with your clit,” I barked out as I continued to pound into her body at a punishing pace.

The second her hand reached down and she touched herself, her walls clenched even tighter.

“Fuck!” she hissed out. “I’m coming.”

She came around my cock, her slickness easing my way even more. My legs trembled underneath me as I tried to hold on to my control for just a little bit longer. I didn’t want to leave her body yet, but with her pussy milking me with every stroke, I was fighting a losing battle. Sweat dripped from my face onto her back.

“I wanted you to come again,” I groaned.

“Can’t take any more,” she panted. “Need you to let go.”

I loosened the reins of my control and surged into her a few more times before emptying myself deep inside her pussy. “Fuck,” I hissed as what seemed like endless streams of semen jetted from my body.

My legs gave out and I dropped down beside her. As we settled next to each other, I traced the marks my fingers had left on her hips. Although I should have felt some regret for them, I didn’t really since they satisfied that dark place inside me that wanted the world to know she belonged to me.

“I really am sorry for upsetting you,” she apologized again. “I honestly had no idea you were even open to the idea of me moving in with you. I’m not sure I’m ready for that yet. It’s not that I’m not happy with our relationship,” she reassured me when I stiffened in reaction to her words.

“Then what is it, Jocelyn? You know this is all new to me, but I want us to build on what we have together,” I admitted.

She tilted her head so she could look in my eyes as she continued. “I’m not sure I can explain it very well.”

“Try, dammit,” I swore. “You owe me that much.”

I was determined to make her tell me what was going on in her head so I knew exactly where I stood with her. The uncertainty her decision had created inside me was driving me even more insane.

“The last time I really had a home was back when my mom was alive,” she began. “And then the accident happened, and in a blink of an eye, everything changed. I was shipped off to Brower and lived in a dorm with someone I barely knew for a year. Then I got lucky and got Cee-Cee as my roommate for the next seven years—for the rest of high school and my undergrad years. But during my graduate school years, I lived in campus housing on my own. None of it was horrible, but do you know what it all had in common?”

“No, sweetheart. What?”

“I wasn’t in control of my home. My dad was. My school was. Even to an extent, my roommate was. So, just for a little bit, I need to be the one who builds a home for myself before I will be ready to build one with you.”

“Shit,” I grumbled. “I knew things were bad, but I didn’t realize you were bottling that up inside. You need to learn to talk to me about the important stuff.”

“I know I should have talked to you about it,” she admitted softly.

“Yes, you should have,” I agreed. “Now that you’ve explained it to me, I can understand better. You may live here instead of with me, but don’t doubt for a second who you belong to, Jocelyn,” I reminded her. “You’re mine.”

“And are you mine too?” she asked.

“Every inch of me,” I replied. “I get that you feel the need to make a home for yourself, sweetheart. But what I need you to understand is that you already have one with me. It doesn’t matter where you live. You belong with me because you are my home.”


Chapter Eleven


Josie

Losing my mom the way I had could have marked me in a different way, taught me that my time here could be short and to grab hold of life with all I had. Maybe it would have if I’d had the comfort of my dad, my home, and my childhood friends to help me through that dark time. But I hadn’t, so I’d learned a different lesson. That the people you love the most can also hurt you the most. So I’d built walls around my heart, thinking that, if I didn’t let people in, then they wouldn’t be able to hurt me. And I was successful for the most part. It took someone with a lot of determination to make their way past my guards.

That first night in my new apartment with Andrew had torn down some of the walls I’d built to protect myself. In more ways than one. Giving him control of my body like I’d had seemed to have changed the tone of our lovemaking. There had always been an undertone of domination when he took me, but now, it was more blatant. He wasn’t afraid to take me hard anymore. To use my body to slake his desire. To leave his mark on me so I would remember that I belonged to him. A love bite here, slight bruises from his fingertips there—little reminders of the passion we shared.

It wasn’t just my body that Andrew had complete access to anymore either. What had started between us might have been a case of insta-lust, but it was quickly turning into so much more. It was rare for me to truly let someone inside my heart, but I couldn’t deny that he had figured out how to work his way in there.

Which made it even harder for me when I knew I was going to disappoint him. Even though it wasn’t convenient for him to spend the night at my place, he made an effort to make sure he was there a couple of times a week. It was much smaller than his sprawling home and less than a fifteen-minute drive away, but he knew what it meant to me to build a home there for myself.

After our heart-to-heart, he didn’t grumble or complain about the move. Instead, he made sure I had room for him in my space. And he accomplished that by taking some of it over. The morning after I’d moved in, I’d awoken to him cooking breakfast in my kitchen. I must have been exhausted because I hadn’t even heard him get up and head to the store. We hadn’t made it there the night before.

When I blearily made my way into my bathroom, I was surprised to find an extra toothbrush in the holder. I flipped open the medicine cabinet out of curiosity and saw an assortment of his toiletries inside. A peek in the shower revealed his favorite shampoo and conditioner, and a bar of soap had been added to the rack that held my items. And when I finally made it to the kitchen to join him, I found him dressed in track pants and a T-shirt he hadn’t had with him the night before.

It shouldn’t have been a surprise when I found that he’d done all the same things at his house with my stuff when I spent the night there a few days later. But it was. He’d even snagged some of my work clothes and hung them in his closet so I didn’t need to stop back at my place before going to work in the morning. Although we both had on our places, he’d effectively moved us in with each other anyway.

And now, I was going to throw another wrench into the works with my job. Training camp was over and the season started with a couple of away games. Normally, I would stay behind to work with the guys on the injured reserve list so they could get back onto the ice as soon as possible. But one of their star players was just released to play again in the season opener and needed me to come along to make sure he didn’t risk reinjuring himself.

When I’d been hired on, I had been told that there might be some occasional travel with the team, but I hadn’t expected it to be for the very first game. And I hadn’t had a boyfriend to consider back then. A possessive, territorial male who was not going to be happy about the idea of me hitting the road unexpectedly. He knew my job was important to me, and he didn’t give me a hard time about it. I wouldn’t put up with it if he did. But I knew he wasn’t entirely happy about all the time I spent surrounded by the guys. Not that I could blame him, because I wasn’t thrilled with how much time he’d been spending at the new club he’d just opened—Ice.

I’d only managed to make it there with him one other time besides opening night, and I had not been impressed with the skimpiness of the pale-blue outfits the bartenders and servers wore. He and Mark had hired with an eye to bring the people in the door, so it seemed that every employee there was young, single, and hot. And mostly female. Not that I thought Andrew had a wandering eye or dick, because he didn’t. He was too busy making sure any guy in a one-mile vicinity knew that my ass belonged to him to bother with checking out anyone else’s.

And it was the fierce possessiveness that was going to come into play when I told him about the road trip with the team. We hadn’t spent a single night with that many miles separating us since we’d started dating, and I had a feeling it wasn’t going to go over well.

*     *     *

I thought maybe I’d overestimated what Andrew’s reaction to the trip would be. I made sure I talked to him about it the same night I’d gotten the news. I’d learned my lesson about waiting with him when I’d signed the papers for the apartment. Plus, I didn’t want to run the risk of him hearing about it from his brother since I wasn’t sure who all knew about it yet. The last thing I needed was for Alec to give Andrew another reason to come storming over here.

He seemed to take the news well. The flare of his nose and clenching of his jaw were the only signs that he wasn’t excited for me. But he kept those thoughts to himself instead of going apeshit crazy all over the idea. Right up until the morning I was supposed to leave.

“Here. I want you to take this with you,” Andrew said as he placed a glossy gift bag on the table next to me.

“You didn’t have to buy me a present,” I told him as I picked it up and tore the tissue paper out so I could see what was inside. My jaw dropped at the contents. “Holy crap, Andrew. Did you take a trip to the army surplus store or something?”

“I noticed the mace when I was at Dick’s Sporting Goods looking for a new pair of running shoes,” he explained.

I pulled a rape whistle out of the bag. “And this?”

“I got to thinking after I bought the mace and did some looking online. I found that at Amazon,” he said as he shrugged his shoulders.

“You do know I’m a grown-ass woman who’s been taking care of herself for a long time, right?” I demanded.

“That was before you had me to take care of you instead,” he pointed out in a reasonable tone of voice, like it was the most obvious thing ever.

“Okay,” I agreed. “Then you do know that I’m going to be traveling with the team and probably won’t even be on my own at all except for at the hotel at night, right? It’s not like I’m going to be out wandering the streets of Grand Rapids, Michigan, by myself.”

“There’s no way in hell I’m letting you out of my sight for three days without taking measures to ensure your safety. You might not like it, but that’s just too damn bad because it’s the way it is,” he argued. “Not when I can’t get to you fast enough if you needed me.”

My heart melted a little at the insight into his crazy present. “Your brother is going to be there too.”

“I know,” he said, nodding his head. “I already talked to him about the trip.”

“Talked to him?” I repeated dumbly.

“Yeah. He’s gonna make sure his room is next to yours,” he explained blithely.

An idea formed in my head and I didn’t like it much. “Andrew, you don’t think I’m going to do anything stupid while I’m gone. Do you?”

“Nah, sweetheart. That’s not it at all,” he reassured me. “I’ll just feel better knowing he’s nearby if you need him. I just saw on the news the other day that there’s this device that can pop the door lock with no problem at all. Hell, they said you could go online and figure out how to make one in less than thirty minutes.”

“Seriously?” I gasped. “But we’re staying at a nice hotel.”

“Doesn’t matter. They tested it out at a shit-ton of chain hotels and the guy could break into each and every one,” he explained. “And you’re a gorgeous woman staying in a room all by yourself. My woman. And I’m not taking any chances with your safety.”

“I promise to be careful,” I assured him.

“And you’ll call me before you go to sleep and as soon as you wake up,” he pushed.

I relented. I didn’t want him to worry needlessly.

*     *     *

“Hey,” I sighed into the phone as I sank into the bed and pulled the sheet over my body.

The day had felt incredibly long between traveling to Grand Rapids and working with a few of the guys once we’d arrived. But it had been worth it since the team had pulled out a two-to-one victory for the first game. Unfortunately, I’d had to wait around until the bus had left and then had been stuck in line behind the team to check into my room. It was now nearing midnight and I’d been up for eighteen hours already.

“I was starting to think you’d forgotten your promise to call me before you went to bed,” Andrew replied to my greeting.

“Never,” I assured him. “I’ve only been in the room long enough to take a quick shower and open a bottle of wine.”

“Does that mean you appreciated at least part of the gift I sent with you?” he asked.

When I’d dug through the bag on the team bus, I’d found a couple of single-serving bottles of chardonnay underneath the mace and whistle.

“God, yes. You have no idea how badly I needed this glass of wine.”

“I’ll always do my best to provide you with what you need even when I can’t be right there with you,” he said, his voice dropping a couple of notches as he spoke.

“What if I said I needed to come?” I whispered.

“Fuck, Jocelyn,” he hissed. “I was already hard just hearing your sexy voice, but now…” He paused.

I couldn’t handle the silence. “Now what?”

“Now my cock is about to burst through my boxers,” he admitted.

“Then take them off,” I suggested, picturing his fist wrapped around his dick while he stroked himself to the sound of my voice. My pussy clenched at the very thought of it.

I heard muffled sound of rustling sheets through the phone line.

“Done,” he sighed.

“You’re totally naked in your bed?” I asked, wanting to picture exactly how he looked right now.

“Yes, and you’d better not have anything on either because I want to hear your moans as I come,” he ordered.

“Hold on a second,” I said before I dropped the phone next to me so I could whip off the camisole and pajama pants I’d put on after my shower. “Okay, I’m back.”

“I want you to touch yourself lightly,” he instructed. “Run your fingertips around the outside of your pussy and tell me how wet you are.”

I opened my legs and followed his directions, sighing into the phone when I found myself dripping wet already. “Very wet.”

“If I were there, I’d suck on your pussy lips before I flicked your clit with my tongue,” he described.

“And would you put your fingers inside me?” I questioned him.

“Fuck yes, I would,” he groaned harshly, his breathing becoming more labored. “I’d shove them deep inside your little pussy. I’d rub your G-spot until you drenched me.”

My hand vigorously rubbed my clit as I writhed on the hotel bed listening to him describe what he’d do to me if I were home instead. My orgasm was already so close.

“So damn good,” I murmured into the line.

“You know what would feel even better?” he asked.

“What?”

“If I were fucking your pussy hard, wouldn’t it?” he asked, and I was a little startled by the harshness of his tone. When I didn’t respond, his voice deepened as he repeated himself. “Wouldn’t it, Jocelyn?

“Yes,” I relented as I sank three fingers deep inside myself.

“And when I punish you for tormenting me? Do you like that as much as I do?”

As much as it shocked me, it really did drive me wild when Andrew took out his frustration on me in bed. Those were the times he was the most relentless—when he let go of his control and took me hard.

“I do.”

“Even when I don’t let you come at first, because you know when I do that it’s going to be huge. When I make you wait and it builds and builds until your body feels like it’s going to fly apart at the seams?” he asked.

“God, yes,” I agreed. “That too.”

“I won’t make you wait tonight because we both need this too much. But be prepared to pay for these missed nights when you get home, sweetheart,” he promised darkly.

I shivered at the thought of how he’d make me pay. What delicious tortures he’d come up with on my return. “Do you know what I’d be doing right now if I were there with you?”

“You’d be tied spread-eagle to my bed while I pounded in and out of you,” he snarled.

“Before that,” I whispered, wanting to drive him past the point of reason before I flew over the edge. “I’d make you sit on the edge of your bed so I could drop to my knees in front of you. I’d take the tip of your cock and draw it into my mouth—slowly at first. Teasing you. I’d lap at the salty taste of your pre-come at the slit before I sucked you deeper into my mouth. Would you like that?”

“You know I would,” he groaned. I could hear the slapping sound of his hand stroking his cock.

“Can you feel it building in the base of your spine? Your hands wrapped in my hair as you fuck my mouth with your hard cock until you come for me?” I pushed because I wasn’t going to be able to hold out much longer.

“Fuck yes,” he cried out.

The sound of him gasping through the line was enough to send me closer the edge. I shoved my fingers deeper into my pussy before stars exploded in my head and I dropped the phone, my body jerking wildly with my climax.

“Jocelyn,” I heard Andrew’s voice calling out to me after I came back to my senses.

I dug through the blankets in search of the phone as I heard him repeat my name again, more insistently this time. “I’m here,” I rasped out huskily as soon as I found it.

“Jesus, sweetheart. I might not mind you traveling so much if every trip means we get to have phone sex like this.”

“It was good, wasn’t it?” I asked.

“Fucking amazing, sweetheart. It almost makes up for you being gone from me.”

“Only almost?” I replied.

“It was amazingly hot to hear your voice describe you sucking my cock while I could hear you panting for air. But it doesn’t compare to the feel of your pussy wrapped around me, so don’t think you’re going to escape the punishment I described,” he warned me.

A vision of him tying me to his bed and ravishing me flashed through my mind. “Okay,” I agreed.

“You’re gone for two more nights, Jocelyn,” he reminded me. “Don’t be shocked if I take it out of your ass when you get home.”

I wasn’t exactly sure what he meant by that and would have asked more questions instead of just agreeing if I hadn’t been so damn tired. The combination of the long day, wine, and coming so hard had my eyes sliding shut.

“Mmmmkay.”

“Night, sweetheart,” I heard him whisper before I drifted off to sleep.


Chapter Twelve


Andrew

Jocelyn was due home tonight and I could barely wait to get my hands on her. The phone sex had been hot as hell, but three nights without her soft pussy wrapped around me was starting to make me grouchy. I knew it was bad when my employees started to avoid me when I came into the office this morning. My secretary dropped a cup of coffee on my desk before scurrying off. She must have let Mark know I was in because he showed up not ten minutes later.

“I hear you’ve been breathing fire around here lately,” he teased.

“Not you too,” I grumbled. “I didn’t think I was that bad.”

Mark sat down in the chair in front of my desk. “I’d ask you if there were business problems I needed to worry about, but I know everything’s going well around here. The opening of Ice went better than we expected, even.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Things are going great.”

“So I’m guessing the reason for your sudden grouchiness is because of this?” he asked as he tossed a copy of the Tribune on my desk.

It was open to the sports section, and a picture of Jocelyn with the Cavalier’s star center was right there above a story about their game last night. She was staring straight into the camera, dressed in warm-up pants and a jacket with the team’s logo on it. The guy she was with had his arm around her shoulders and a huge grin on his face.

I quickly scanned the information and noted that the kid had scored twice. When the reporter asked about his recent knee injury and how he’d made it back on the ice so quickly and better than ever, he’d credited Jocelyn and the individualized rehab program she had developed for him. The article mentioned her background in skating, the honors she’d received when she had graduated with her doctorate, and her experience in college working with hockey players.

The article was completely professional, without even a mention of the fact that she was also the girlfriend of an ex-NHL hockey player—me. I was happy to see her receiving recognition for being so good at her job, but I didn’t really appreciate their photo choice.

“Yeah. It sucks they needed her on the road for the season opener,” I told him. “But it’s part of her job.”

“You did not have physical therapists who looked like that back when you were playing,” he said.

He was right. The therapists who used to rehab me each time I’d gotten injured had been all guys.

“And your point is what exactly?”

“You sure they really needed her?” he asked. My displeasure at his question must have shown on my face. “Look, buddy. I’m not saying she asked to go on the road with the team. But can you honestly say it hasn’t crossed your mind that maybe that player was hoping to start something up with her and asked for her to be there?”

Of course I’d wondered about it. The odds of them needing her on the very first trip were a little slim, but Jocelyn had seemed to think it was a good idea that she was on hand in case the kid’s knee flared up again, and she knew her business better than I did. I’d only ever been on the other side of the table. She was the expert.

“Doesn’t matter if he did,” I finally said. “He isn’t even a blip on her radar. And I made sure she had what she needed to protect herself while she was gone,” I added before telling him about the gift I’d given her right before she’d left.

“Mace and a rape whistle,” he guffawed. “Jesus, she has you whipped.”

“It’s not that ridiculous,” I argued.

“Andrew, you’re the guy who would have used both of those things to escape any woman’s clutches several months ago. Now, you’re so worried about your girlfriend’s safety that you loaded her up with weapons before you sent her off on a work trip,” he pointed out. “I bet you even asked Alec to give you regular updates too, didn’t you?”

My quick glance at my cell phone must have given me away because Mark started laughing even harder. “I just wanted to know how things were going,” I tried to explain.

“Let me put it this way,” Mark interrupted me. “In the last few years, have you ever asked Alec to text you on a road trip to tell you how things were going?”

He had me there and we both knew it. “Fuck you, man.”

“I gotta admit I never thought I’d see the day,” he mused.

“Are you kidding me?” I sputtered. “I couldn’t even get her to move in with me yet. What makes you think she’d even consider getting engaged?”

“So, you’re just going to bide your time until you think she’s ready?” he asked sarcastically.

“Yeah,” I answered him belligerently. “What of it?”

“You and I both know you’re the least patient man in the world,” he answered. “So, between you and me, how long do you really think you can wait?”

I thought about the ring I was already having designed for her. “Not long,” I admitted gruffly. “What about you and what’s her name?”

“Jesus, Andrew,” he sighed. “Why can’t you just call Lisa by her name? You won’t even call Josie by her nickname.”

I felt bad about giving him a hard time about Lisa, but I didn’t like the way she had been making him change in the last half year. I knew I sounded like a girl complaining that he never had time to do anything anymore, but the bottom line was that she was trying to run my friend’s life and I didn’t like her for it. Or for him.

“Sorry, man,” I apologized, leaving it at that. With the pressure she had been putting on him to cut back hours and cut out any guys’ nights out, I didn’t want to add to it. I shouldn’t have taunted him that way. “I just miss you.”

“You see me every day,” he reminded me. “And things are changing for you too. You have Josie in your life now.”

“Yeah, but Josie would never argue with me if I told her I needed some guy time with you,” I argued. “Hell, she’s practically tossed me out the door so I’d hang out with my brother and his friends a time or two.”

“Well, then, maybe we could get together and do a double date,” Mark suggested. “Let the girls meet each other. If they hit it off, it could mean you’ll see even more of me.”

I didn’t want to insult the man because he was my best friend, but I couldn’t see Jocelyn hitting it off with his uptight girlfriend. And I certainly didn’t want to throw her to the wolves in order to make things easier with my friend.

“I’ll have to ask Jocelyn about her schedule. With the season in full swing, she doesn’t have as much free time in the evenings as she used to,” I muttered, hoping it would put him off for a few months. Maybe I’d get lucky and they’d break up before the Cavaliers finished their season in April. Or June if they went all the way to the cup game.

*     *     *

I left work early that afternoon so I could make a quick trip to the adult store for some items I needed tonight. I hadn’t been joking with Jocelyn when I’d told her that I was going to punish her when she returned. I wanted to make her burn for me the way I had for her the last three nights. To do it right, I needed to plan accordingly because it was going to be a long night of pushing her boundaries even further.

By the time I made it to my house, her car was already in the drive. I tucked the bag from the store into my jacket pocket and removed it to hang it up on a hook by the door as soon as I entered the house. I didn’t want her to find it by mistake. No need for her to worry needlessly about what was coming tonight when I had everything under control.

“Andrew!” Jocelyn gasped as she threw herself into my arms when I walked into the living room. “I missed you so much.”

“I missed you too, sweetheart,” I muttered into her hair, holding her close and enjoying the feel of her body against mine.

“I hope you don’t mind. I picked up dinner on the way over,” she said as she gestured at the Maggiano’s containers on the coffee table. “I thought we could have a quiet night at your place.”

My plans didn’t really call for quiet since she’d be screaming my name once I was done, but staying home for dinner certainly worked for me.

“That’s perfect. I don’t want to share you with anyone else tonight anyway. I want you all to myself.”

Jocelyn grabbed some plates while I got her a glass of wine and mixed myself a dirty martini. I was chuckling at the irony of my drink choice as I sat down with her to eat.

“What’s so funny?” she asked.

“Nothing really,” I said. “I just thought it was funny that I like my martinis dirty.”

She smiled up at me as she popped a piece of bread in her mouth and munched on it. “Makes sense to me since you’re such a dirty talker. A dirty drink for your dirty mouth.”

We both laughed at her joke and talked about what we’d done the last few days. Jocelyn’s eyes sparkled with delight when I mentioned the Tribune article and she quickly pulled it up on her phone so she could read it.

“Wow,” she gasped. “I don’t think I ever expected to be the topic of an article in the sports section. Not after I stopped skating.”

“You deserve it, sweetheart. You’ve worked hard to get where you are, and the team’s damn lucky to have you on board,” I complimented her.

“I figured I was the lucky one when they hired me out of school with a brand-new doctorate,” she mumbled.

“Hockey is a small world,” I pointed out. “Think about how many of the players and coaches you worked with during those seven years of school. Any of them playing professionally now?”

“Yeah. A few of them at least.”

“See? You weren’t just some therapist fresh out of school. You were a highly qualified therapist who understands the forces that drive athletes to get back on the ice when they’re injured because of what happened to you in high school. And you had experience with hockey players already. They were the lucky ones,” I repeated.

The smile that lit her face was a beautiful sight. One that I planned to see as often as possible for the rest of my days as soon as I convinced her to marry me. Or even just move in with me and then marry me later. But first, tonight, I was going to take a part of her that no other man ever had.

Jocelyn was wearing a blue sweater that looked great on her, but I couldn’t stop picturing her naked in my head. By the time dinner was done and we’d cleaned everything up, I was practically boiling with my need to take her.

“What are you wearing under this?” I whispered in her ear after trapping her against the kitchen counter.

“The usual bra and panties,” she answered huskily.

“What color?” I wanted to know.

Instead of answering, she pulled the neckline of her sweater to the side so I could see the pale-blue material. As much as I loved her in blue, it appeared much too innocent for what I had in mind for tonight.

“Go to the bedroom and get undressed,” I told her. “But change into different lingerie. Something black or red.”

“I’m not sure if I have anything here in either of those colors,” she replied, the pulse in her neck beating rapidly.

“You better,” I growled. “Or that’s gonna be another mark against you, Jocelyn.”

A deep flush stained her cheeks as she nodded her head. I stepped away and she raced to the bedroom. I could hear one of the dresser drawers slam open and her deep sigh of relief when she found that she did, in fact, have both color options available. I’d made sure of it this morning.

I gave her a couple of minutes before I joined her in my room, wanting the anticipation to build a little. While I waited, I grabbed the bag out of my jacket before setting it on the bedside table. Jocelyn was sitting on the edge of the bed, wearing a lacy, black bra-and-panty set with matching thigh-high stockings. It was satisfying to see her waiting there for me, dressed in lingerie I’d picked out for her.

“When we talked on your first night in Grand Rapids, you told me that, if you were with me, you’d be sucking my cock until I came,” I growled.

“I did,” she agreed before she licked her lips.

“I want you on your knees,” I said as I strode towards her and unzipped my pants. Then I pulled my cock out and stroked it lightly. “I want you to lick me along here,” I instructed her as I ran my finger along the bulging, purple vein on the top of my shaft. “And then I’m going to fuck your mouth.”

Jocelyn scurried off the bed and kneeled at my feet. I unbuttoned my shirt and let it fall to the floor as she followed my instructions. When she flicked her tongue along my cock, it pulsed against her. She trailed back up again until the head was pressed against her lips.

“Close your eyes,” I ordered her as I grabbed the sides of her head and thrust inside. I used more force than I normally would have but was still careful not to hurt her. “Suck me harder.”

She increased the pressure of the hold her mouth had on me as I began to slide in and out. Picking up my rhythm, I started to go deeper with each stroke. I tilted her head back so I could reach the back of her throat with my next thrust. When her teeth grazed my sensitive flesh, I shuddered. My breathing became more labored as I looked down at her. She was so trustingly letting me use her body for my own pleasure. She squirmed a little as I saw her hand graze her clit and I realized it was for her pleasure too. It was enough to send me over the edge and I spurt into her mouth. She held my cock inside her mouth until I was done, draining me. Then she licked her lips after I pulled out.

“That one was for me, but this one’s for you,” I promised as I lifted her up and tossed her onto the bed.

I removed the lube and butt plug from the bag on the bedside table. I heard her gasp and turned to see shocked eyes staring at me.

“A butt plug?” she asked.

“Just let me try, sweetheart. I promise to make this very good for you.”

Jocelyn took a deep breath before she nodded and leaned back against the pillows.

“Turn over,” I asked.

Once she rolled onto her stomach, I placed a pillow under her hips to lift her up a little. Then I licked her from her clit to her puckered opening in long, leisurely swipes until her juices were running down my cheeks. After wiping my face on the sheets, I reached out for the lube.

“It’s cold!” she shrieked at the first touch of my finger against her ass.

After I rubbed her with the lube, I slowly worked it into her small hole with one fingertip until I could slide inside more easily. I rimmed her over and over, making sure she was as slippery as I could get her before I replaced my fingers with the plug.

“Breathe in,” I ordered as it breached her. I slowly pushed the plug into her ass until it slid in to the base. After I twisted it around a couple of times, she began to writhe beneath me.

“Please, Andrew,” she moaned. “I need you to take me.”

I lined my cock up with her pussy, grabbed her hips, and slowly slid all the way inside.

“I feel so full!” she gasped. “It’s like having two of you inside me at the same time.”

“The only way you’re ever going to feel what it’s like to be filled in both holes is with a plug,” I growled possessively before I began a punishing pace.

I couldn’t take my eyes off the sight of the plug peeking out of her ass as my dick slowly disappeared inside her pussy. It didn’t take long before her pussy was fluttering against my cock since the tighter-than-normal squeeze had me sliding against all her nerve endings.

I popped the plug out as she clenched against me and she yelled my name as her pussy clamped down tighter than it ever had before. Her climax shook her entire body as she shuddered helplessly underneath me.

“And this time, it’s for both of us,” I promised as I nudged her puckered opening with my cock.

“Andrew,” she protested lightly, turning her head to the side on the pillow so she could look at me.

“Nothing’s off-limits between you and me, Jocelyn. If you don’t like it, we never have to try again,” I swore. I knew the odds were in my favor that she’d like it a lot based on her reaction to the butt plug I’d just used.

When she jerked her head in a nod, I slathered some more lube on. Then I felt her tense as the head of my cock started to push into her ass.

“Relax, sweetheart,” I urged. “Don’t forget to breathe.”

She hissed out as I patiently worked my way into her tight hole. My hands gripped her hips and I pulled her back onto me. I needed her to control the movement so I wouldn’t go too quickly.

“Shove back against me,” I told her.

I heard her gasp for air before she did as I’d asked. Slowly, she inched closer and closer, sliding her backside towards me.

“Oh, God. So goddamn tight,” I groaned as my cock moved inside more easily.

As I began to gently thrust, my balls slapped her ass with each stroke. I reached around her body and firmly stroked her clit, throwing her into another climax. Jocelyn screamed as I stiffened inside her, my hot come filling her ass. Then I gently pulled out and rolled to the side.

I owned every inch of her body now. There was no doubt in my mind, and I’d made it pretty damn clear to her tonight too.


Chapter Thirteen


Josie

“Ugh,” I moaned at Cee-Cee over a latte at the coffee shop down the street from my apartment. “Stupid flu bug is going to kick my ass. I just know it. I can already feel it coming on.”

“Did you remember to get a flu shot?” she asked.

She knew damn well that I hadn’t since I hated needles and avoided them like the plague as much as I could. When I was a child, a needle had broken off in my arm when I was getting a vaccine and I couldn’t stand them ever since then.

“Of course I didn’t,” I grumbled.

“No pain, no gain, Jo-Jo,” she chuckled, repeating back the mantra I used so often when I was pushing someone through a particularly difficult rehab.

“You’re such a bitch sometimes,” I retorted good-naturedly.

Cee-Cee had just taken a sip of her latte and spewed it across the table at me. “I can’t believe you called me a bitch,” she laughed. “Andrew’s language is rubbing off on you and I love it!”

“Oh stop,” I grouched tiredly as I swiped at the coffee that had landed on my shirt. “I’ve called you one before.”

“Yeah, but not in public like this. Usually, you save the love for when we’re alone,” she said as she wagged her eyebrows at me.

I was so damn tired that I didn’t even have the energy to chuckle along with her. I’d spent half the night tossing and turning because of the tightness in my chest and finally got up when the coughing started because I didn’t want to wake Andrew. I spent the early hours of the morning huddled on his couch, watching reality television shows on demand. Luckily, I felt a little better after a hot shower and a dose of cough syrup, but that didn’t last very long as I was running errands before meeting up with Cee-Cee.

“Go home and rest,” she told me now. “We can hang out some other time when you’re not feeling like death warmed over.”

“But we hardly get to see each other,” I complained. “Our schedules have conflicted with each other the last five times we’ve tried to schedule something.”

“The holidays are coming up soon, so things will be even crazier for me with work,” she admitted.

“And the game schedule slows down for me,” I chimed in. “See, the exact opposite.”

“We’ll figure it out,” she promised. “But not today because you need to be in bed and I don’t want to catch whatever it is that you have.”

“Fine,” I griped. “I’ll go home and go back to bed.”

“Love you,” she said as I got up and left.

I wandered down the street, relieved when I reached my building. As I crossed the lobby to get to the elevator, I tiredly waved to a couple of neighbors as I walked past them. I pressed the button and leaned my head against the wall as I waited to hear the ping that let me know it had arrived. My head began to pound on the way up, and by the time I made it inside my apartment, I wanted to curl up in a ball and die, so I dropped onto the couch and closed my eyes for a moment.

The next thing I knew, there was almost no light streaming through my windows as the sun began to set. I heard the chime of my phone and reached out to retrieve it from my purse to see what I had missed in the five or so hours since I’d gotten home. I was startled to see that there a couple of missed calls from Cee-Cee and Andrew. And a text message that had just come through.

Andrew: Are you coming over tonight?

Me: Don’t think so. I’m sick and just want to go back to sleep.

Andrew: Sick?

Me: Yeah, cold or flu bug.

Andrew: On my way.

Me: NO! I don’t want you to catch it too.

My eyes drifted shut as I waited for his response, but it never came. Instead, the sound of his key in the lock woke me again. I turned my head and watched him stride towards me.

“Hey, sweetheart. You don’t look so good,” he whispered as he held his hand to my brow to check for a fever.

“That’s because I don’t feel so good,” I told him.

He crouched down beside me. “How can I help?”

“Really, Andrew. You should probably go,” I insisted. “I really don’t want you to get sick too.”

“Too late for that. If you’re this sick this fast, then you would have been contagious yesterday evening, so I’ve already been exposed to all your germs,” he pointed out reasonably.

He did make a good point, and it would be nice to have someone to spoil me while I felt so horrible. I hadn’t really had that since I was a little girl when my mom pampered me whenever I got sick.

“Can you get me some chicken noodle soup?” I asked. “And some juice? Anything other than orange because it would burn my throat.”

He smiled, looking relieved to be able to help. “Of course. Is there anything else you think you might need from the store while I’m out?”

I thought about it for a moment and decided that I might as well stock up on all the things that might make me feel better. “Vanilla ice cream and bananas for milkshakes, lime Jell-O, and some more cold medicine.”

“Got it. I’ll run you a bath as soon as I get back. It shouldn’t take me more than twenty minutes,” he said. “Why don’t you try to get a little more rest while I’m gone?”

“Mmmkay,” I murmured as I curled into a ball on the couch.

Andrew gently placed a blanket over my lap and a pillow under my head so I’d be more comfortable before he left.

The next two days passed by in a blur for me, and I only got worse as time went on. Andrew barely left my side, taking care of work from his laptop and cell phone and canceling any meetings he had on his calendar. By Wednesday morning, he had reached his limit of patience and insisted I go see a doctor.

“There’s nothing they can do for me,” I argued between coughs.

“Maybe not, but I’ll feel better if you go. So if you’re not going to do it for yourself, then at least do it for me,” he pleaded.

I could hear the exhaustion in his voice. It was the only reason I relented. “Fine. You can take me to the urgent care clinic down the road.”

“I’ll just call my doctor and ask him to squeeze you in,” he disagreed.

“No, Andrew. My insurance only covers specific providers and I don’t even want to go in the first place. I haven’t had a reason to see a family physician in years, and I don’t think my OB/GYN can take care of this. So take me to the clinic,” I insisted.

“I want you to get the best care possible,” he worried. “And if money’s a problem, I’ll just pay for the visit.”

“You don’t need to do that when my insurance will cover it if I go where they say I need to go,” I grumbled. “Do you want me to see a doctor or not?”

“Yes,” he hissed out. “Fine. I’ll take you where you want to go, but if I don’t like the care you receive, we’re going to talk about this again.”

“Whatever you say, Mr. Bossy Pants,” I said as I rolled my eyes at him.

After we sat in the waiting room at the clinic for about an hour, I decided that I probably should have taken Andrew up on his offer to get me in to see his doctor instead. Just as I was about to tell him to see if his doctor could still see me today, they called my name.

The nurse practitioner took my temperature and checked my vitals. My fever was pretty high even though I’d taken some ibuprofen earlier, and she made a tsking sound of disapproval as she looked in my sinuses and listened to my breathing.

“It looks like acute bronchitis and a pretty nasty sinus infection. I’m going to prescribe you some antibiotics for the sinus infection since the symptoms are fairly severe. You need to make sure you take them until you run out, twice daily. If you don’t finish the prescription, the infection can come back again.”

“I’ll make sure she takes them all,” Andrew volunteered. “Is there anything else I can do to help her get better more quickly?”

“Lots of rest and plenty of fluids are all that she needs. But if the symptoms worsen or she doesn’t feel better in a couple of days, then you should bring her back in,” she instructed.

Andrew looked very serious as he listened and jotted down a couple of notes on his phone. “Consider it done.”

She looked between us for a moment and gave one additional piece of information. “You should also know that the medication can lessen the efficacy of any oral contraceptive you might be taking and use alternate forms of birth control until after your next cycle.”

On that note, she handed me some paperwork and promised to send my prescription to my preferred pharmacy so it would be ready to pick up later today. When we got back to my apartment, Andrew got me settled as quickly as he possibly could so he could run out and grab my medication and a few other things we needed. Then he spent the five days treating me like I was breakable until I finally felt well again.

I’d missed a full week of work even though I’d started to feel better after a couple of days. Andrew had insisted they could make do without me and he wasn’t going to risk a setback just because I thought I would be okay. I hadn’t argued too hard because doing stuff around the apartment had managed to wear me out. I couldn’t imagine being able to properly treat one of the players in that condition.

It wasn’t until we went to bed tonight that he finally touched me. Our kisses quickly moved from a gentle exploration of each other to a carnality that was startling in its intensity.

“You need to wear a condom,” I rasped out. “Remember what she said about the medicine I had to take and the pill.”

“Fuck,” he hissed. “I don’t even have any on me.”

I groaned in frustration because it felt like it had been forever since we’d had sex. “Isn’t it guy code to carry one in your wallet at all times?”

“Not when you’re in a committed relationship and your woman’s on the pill so you can go bareback,” he sighed.

“I think I might have one around here somewhere,” I offered and laughed lightly when he growled in response.

“Why would you have condoms in an apartment you moved into after we were dating?” he demanded to know.

“Because I got them as a gag gift from one of Cee-Cee’s friends at my fake bachelorette party,” I explained. “Let me go look.”

I dashed out of the bed and dug around my closet for the gift bag the girls had given me that night. And sure enough, there was a condom at the bottom.

“Tada,” I said triumphantly as I tore the package open before crawling on the bed and in between his legs. Then I rolled the condom onto his hard-on and climbed over him.

I let myself sink slowly onto his cock, adjusting to his size as he entered me. It had been a long time since I’d used a condom during sex and it wasn’t as comfortable as going without.

“I want to ride you,” I said, and he groaned.

I began to move slowly, sliding up and down on his cock as I braced my hands on his chest. My nails were digging into his skin and were probably going to leave a mark. My eyes were locked with his until he lowered his gaze to stare at the sight of his cock disappearing inside my pussy. His hands clutched the sheets as he tried to hold still and I took control. His face was strained with the effort it was taking, and I could tell how much it was costing him.

“Mine,” he rasped as he lost control, surging up and wrapping his arms around my back.

I loved the feel of my breasts crushed against his chest as he fucked up into me. His hands tightened on the cheeks of my ass as he eased me up and down his shaft. When he surged again, his cock pushed all the way inside me to his balls. My pussy started to clench around him again and again as I began to climax.

Once he knew I was coming, Andrew didn’t hold anything back. He slammed his cock into my pussy over and over, going so deep that I could feel my ass hit his balls on each stroke.

“Now,” he grunted moments before I felt the heat of his come through the sheath of the condom that separated us.

I collapsed in his arms, completely sapped of energy after our lovemaking. His arms loosened as he rolled me to the side and pulled out of my body.

“You okay, sweetheart?” he asked, sounding concerned.

“I’m great,” I answered. “I so needed that.”

His eyes lit with relief as he smiled at me, his dimple flashing in his cheek. “Let me go get rid of the condom,” he said before he went into the bathroom.

I heard the flush of the toilet and running water. When he returned, I could still barely move. I hadn’t been joking when I’d said that I had needed that. It was amazing how much better I felt now.

Andrew climbed back in bed and spooned me from behind. His hand gently rubbed along the side of my body in a soothing motion.

“Andrew,” I whispered softly after a while, unsure if he’d fallen asleep already.

“Yeah,” he murmured in response.

He’d taken such good care of me this last week, getting me whatever I’d needed to get better and even things I hadn’t known I’d wanted. He’d made my banana milkshakes just the way I’d asked for them—with cinnamon and nutmeg the way my mom had when I was little. He’d bathed me, fed me, and done my laundry. If I’d had any lingering doubts about the depth of his feelings for me before, they were long gone now. That knowledge gave me the strength to say those three little words.

I turned my head towards him, my gaze locking with his. “I love you,” I whispered. It was a truth I’d known for a while now. “So very much.”

His eyes flared with satisfaction as a huge grin spread across his face. “You do, huh?” he asked.

“Yes,” I sighed.

“About damn time you admitted it,” he muttered.

I laughed lightly at his reaction. “Don’t you have anything else you’d like to say?”

His expression turned serious, the smile slipping from his lips and his eyes burning with adoration. “I love you too, sweetheart. I may not have said it quite that way before, but every time I’ve told you you’re mine, that’s what I really meant.”


Chapter Fourteen


Andrew

“I love you,” I heard Jocelyn say before she ended our call.

A couple of weeks had passed since she’d finally admitted that she loved me, and now, she didn’t let a single day go by without telling me. We’d also begun to spend less time at her apartment, and I made sure to bring a couple of her things home with me after each time I slept at her place.

I wanted to get her as comfortable in my space as I possibly could before I broached the subject of her moving in again. And there was no way in hell I was going to wait until her lease was up either. I didn’t care if I had to buy it out. I wanted her living with me now instead of waiting until next summer.

I pulled the engagement ring I’d bought for her last month out of the top drawer of my desk. I wanted her to have something as unique as she was to me, so I’d worked with a local jeweler to have the ring designed for her. I’d carefully selected the eight-carat cushion-cut diamond that sat in the center of a platinum setting surrounded by another two and a half carats of round diamonds on the sides.

I’d picked the ring up yesterday, but I’d been working on it for more than a month. It had taken a few weeks for the jeweler and I to agree on the final CAD design and then another couple of weeks for him to actually make it. When I showed it to my parents last night, my mom cried before she admitted that she had been so worried that I would never settle down with a good woman. Now, she was tremendously relieved that I’d ended up with Jocelyn because she’d always thought she would make a wonderful daughter-in-law. I couldn’t help but tease her about how she’d tried to get my brother to ask out the woman I was soon going to ask to marry me.

I just needed to find the perfect time to pop the question. I knew I wasn’t the world’s most sensitive man since I didn’t have a lot of practice at being romantic. But I wanted my proposal to be something Jocelyn would always remember. A story she could tell our grandchildren after we’d grown old together. It was the only time she was ever going to get married, so I wanted to do it right.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have a lot of time to consider what to do today since my calendar was booked solid with meetings and conference calls. So I put the ring back in the drawer and focused on getting a jump on my workday. The sooner I got started, the sooner I’d be able to leave and see my woman.

*     *     *

“Sir, I know you told me not to disturb you during the conference call, but your brother’s on the line and he said it’s an emergency of some kind. He tried your cell, but it went straight to voicemail,” my secretary said quietly as she peered around my office door.

I glance down at my phone and realized that I had missed his call because it was set on silent. “Excuse me for a moment while I deal with something urgent,” I said into my office phone before putting them on hold.

“Your brother’s on line two,” she informed me before closing the door.

“Alec? Is it Mom and Dad?” I asked as soon as I picked up his call.

“Fuck, Andrew,” he swore. I could hear sirens in the background. “Thank God I found you. Jocelyn’s been in an accident and I need you to meet me at the hospital.”

My heart plummeted at his words. “What kind of an accident?” I demanded as I leapt out of my chair and ran for my door.

“Hold on,” he muttered into the line before I heard him talking to someone in the background. “What hospital are you taking her to?”

“Cancel my call. Wipe my schedule completely. Jocelyn’s been in some kind of accident and I don’t know when I’ll be back,” I instructed my secretary. “Call Mark and tell him he’s in charge until further notice.”

“We’re on our way to Northshore University Hospital,” my brother told me. “We should be there soon.”

“We?” I wanted to know. “Who’s we and what the hell happened?”

“We were in a car accident. She was giving me a ride back to the building because I let one of the rookies borrow mine today while his was in the shop,” he started.

“Alec!” I yelled. “I don’t care about that. What the hell happened to Jocelyn?”

“Sorry. I’m still a little rattled,” he apologized, and I felt bad since he’d been in the accident too. “She was fine when we left the rink. I swear to God, if I’d known she wasn’t feeling well, I never would have let her get behind the wheel in the first place.”

“It’s okay, Alec. I’m not going to blame you for an accident just because you were sitting in the passenger’s seat of her car,” I assured him.

“Shit, bro.” His voice cracked. “One minute, we were joking around about how I was lucky she was heading my way since she hardly spends any time at her place anymore. The next thing I knew, she stopped mid-sentence and got this weird look on her face. She got really pale all of a sudden and then her eyes rolled in the back of her head.”

I tried to remain calm as I listened to Alec’s explanation. The last thing I needed was to get into an accident myself on the way to the hospital to see her. I took a couple of deep breaths before I asked anything else.

“Do they know why she passed out?”

“No. She hasn’t regained consciousness yet and they aren’t sure if it’s because of the fainting or the bump on her head from the airbag,” he answered.

“How long has it been?”

“I’m not sure, Andrew. Maybe ten, fifteen minutes since the crash,” he guessed.

That wasn’t very long, so it didn’t necessarily mean she had a serious head injury. I’d been knocked unconscious for that long before during a hockey game.

“How bad was the accident?”

“The Fiat is totaled. I grabbed the wheel and managed to turn away from oncoming traffic, but we still got nailed by a pickup truck before I pulled the emergency brake,” he said.

“And you’re okay?” I asked.

“Some bumps and bruises, but nothing serious. Most of the damage was to her side of the car, so Jocelyn bore the brunt of the impact.”

As relieved as I was to hear that my baby brother was fine, I didn’t like hearing that a truck had slammed into Jocelyn’s side of the car. “It shouldn’t take me long to get there. Maybe twenty minutes depending on traffic.”

“I’ll make sure they take good care of her,” he promised. “Call me when you pull up and I’ll let you know where to find us.”

I disconnected the call and concentrated on navigating traffic on Lake Shore Drive. I zipped in and out of my lane, swerving around slower moving vehicles, determined to get there as fast as possible. I managed to shave five minutes off the drive and pulled into the E.R. entrance. Luckily, there was an open parking spot in front that I grabbed before racing inside. I called Alec as I was walking through the doors.

“We’re in the emergency room,” he told me before I could even ask.

“I’m right outside. Where are you exactly?”

Alec asked someone in the background if they could come get me. “One of the nurses is on her way to you since they probably don’t even have our information in the computer yet. Wait for her by the check-in desk.”

Not even one minute later, a young nurse dressed in pink scrubs hurried up to me. “Mr. Rourke?” she asked.

“Yes,” I replied.

“Follow me,” she said before swiveling away and marching back the way she came.

I had no choice but to hurry if I wanted to keep up, but we didn’t have far to go. She stopped at the first exam area and pulled the curtain back. Alec was sitting on a hospital bed, his hands held out as a doctor was bandaging them. He already had another bandage on his forehead, and I could see that his wound was still bleeding.

“Jocelyn,” I rasped out since she was nowhere to be seen.

“She woke up about five minutes ago,” he reassured me. “Her heartbeat was regular the entire way here. She said she wasn’t having any chest pains and no shortness of breath.”

All of that sounded good, but it didn’t tell me where she was right now so I could see her with my own eyes. “Where is she?”

“I’ll go find out and be right back, sir,” the nurse who’d brought me back here said.

“I told them you’d want her to have the best care possible—no expense was to be spared,” Alec said, explaining why it seemed we had our very own private nurse. “The hospital administrator came down when and assured me she’d get VIP treatment.”

“Good thinking.”

“You may have to sign some autographs and donate some packages for a fundraiser or something too. When he found out exactly who we were, he mentioned he was a hockey fan. That’s when the private nurse was offered.”

“Whatever it takes,” I agreed. “You know that. As long as someone can tell me where to find Jocelyn.”

“I’m sure it won’t be much longer,” he told me in an effort to calm my nerves.

“How did you manage to ride in the ambulance with her?” I asked, knowing that they didn’t usually allow something like that.

“I told them I was her brother and I wasn’t going to let them leave without me,” he said. “Mom told me you were going to pop the question soon, so I figured it was close enough to the truth.”

“Damn, she has a big mouth. You better not spill the beans to Jocelyn,” I warned. “I don’t think she has any idea that I’m even thinking about proposing already. And I don’t want her to know until I’m ready.”

“You got it,” he said before twisting his fingers in front of his lips in a locking gesture and tossing away the key. “My lips are sealed.”

“Sir,” I heard from behind me. I turned to find the nurse from before looking at me expectantly. “I’ve found Ms. Devereaux if you’d like to come with me to see her.”

I looked back at Alec and he shooed me away.

“I’m sorry it took me so long to locate her,” she apologized. “They took her for an x-ray of her leg due to a suspected break. I don’t know the results yet, but I’ve made sure they know to rush them.”

“And her head?” I asked.

“They’re going to order a cranial CT scan to start and then possibly an MRI just to be safe,” she assured me. “They’ve already drawn blood to run some labs as well.”

It sounded like she was receiving excellent care, and I was lucky that my brother’s swift thinking had resulted in the special treatment we were now receiving. Having a nurse dedicated to watching over Jocelyn and keeping me informed made the process much less frightening.

“I requested they take her to a private room upstairs when the x-ray is done since she’ll need to stay overnight,” she told me as we rode in the elevator. “From what I understand, she’s feeling very sleepy and they’ll let her doze on and off but not for too long just in case she has a concussion.”

We stopped at the nurses’ station on the way, and she spoke with one of the other nurses while I waited impatiently.

“All right. It looks like Jocelyn has already been brought to her room, so we can find her there.”

I followed her down the hallway to a corner room.

“I’ve made sure the rest of the staff knows you’ll be here even when visiting hours are over, so you shouldn’t have any problems. But please try to be relatively quiet since she and the other patients need their rest to heal.”

“Absolutely,” I agreed, nodding my head.

“I’ll go make sure everything is okay with your brother and bring him to Jocelyn’s room when he’s ready,” she said before she walked away.

As I slowly opened the door so I wouldn’t wake her if she had fallen asleep, I heard Jocelyn speaking.

“So you’re telling me I got pregnant even though we were using two forms of protection?”

I paused mid-stride, stunned by what I was hearing as she spoke with the doctor.

“Although you were still taking the pill, the interaction with your antibiotics would have rendered it ineffectual,” the doctor replied.

“I knew that,” she snapped. “The doctor who prescribed them to me told me we needed to use condoms. And we did. Each and every time.”

“Condoms are ninety-eight percent effective in preventing pregnancy when used correctly,” the doctor spouted off. “You could have been one of the two percent that slipped through or there was an issue with your use of them. They could have been outdated, had a tear or hole. There are several common mistakes that decrease the efficacy.”

“I’m pregnant,” she repeated in a questioning tone of voice.

“Yes,” the doctor confirmed. “We can run some additional tests, but based on the information you provided when you were admitted, I would estimate you’re probably around four to six weeks along in the pregnancy.” The doctor’s voice was moving closer to the door. “I’ll be back to check on you in about an hour and can answer more questions if you have them. After you’ve been able to process what I’ve already told you.”

He swung the door open, revealing to Jocelyn that I’d been standing on the other side during their conversation. Her shocked eyes met mine as I walked towards her and grabbed her hands with mine.

“Marry me,” I blurted out what was probably the worst proposal in the history of mankind, but my brain wasn’t working right now after having learned I was going to be a father.

Tears welled in Jocelyn’s eyes. Not exactly the reaction I’d been hoping for even though my proposal had lacked the romance she deserved.

“We’re not getting married just because I’m pregnant!” she cried out.

“Jocelyn, I want to marry you because I love you, not because you’re carrying my baby,” I tried to explain.

“You don’t get it. You’ve had the perfect life. Loving parents. A younger brother who adores you. The chance to play the sport you love professionally. A thriving business,” she moaned. “And me? My mom died. My dad basically threw me out of his life. I lost ice skating. The only thing I’ve had to hold on to for so very long is the career I’ve been trying to build. And now I’m pregnant and I don’t even know if I’ll have that anymore.”

“You’re right. I don’t get it because I was lucky compared to you,” I agreed. “But here’s the thing. I have you. And you have more now because you have me too. I’m sorry those things happened to you, but I swear that I will do everything in my power to make sure nothing bad ever happens to you again.”

“You can’t stop bad things from happening,” she argued.

I leaned down until our noses were touching. “But I can shield you from the worst of it if something goes wrong. I can be the shoulder you cry on when you need one.”

“I don’t need you to fix everything for me,” she groused, quickly losing steam.

“Your being pregnant isn’t something for me to fix, Jocelyn. It’s a tiny miracle that will make our life together even better.”

“Pregnant?” a male voice gasped behind me in surprise. “I thought there was an accident?”

I swiveled my head and saw her dad standing awkwardly in the doorway. His face was pale, and I could see that his hands were shaking.

“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want, Josie,” he assured her while glaring at me. “I know I messed up and badly, but when I got the call from the hospital telling me you’d been in an accident and needed me? It was like the bottom of my world fell out all over again—the same as when the police came to tell me your mom had died.”

Jocelyn started to sob and gripped my hand even harder as she stared at her dad. Her fist was pressed to her mouth, and she was biting down on her knuckle. It was clear that she was deeply moved by his confession, and he took it as a sign that he could move closer to her.

“The whole drive here, all I could think about was the time I wasted. If your mom were still alive, she would have kicked my ass the second I even suggested you move away from home to go to a boarding school—regardless of how good their skating program was. She would have told me to figure out a way to keep you at home even though you were just a teenager and I needed to travel for work. And she would have murdered me when she realized how far apart I’d let us drift while I was consumed by my grief.”

She was staring up at him with wide eyes, shocked at his confession. I knew her relationship with him was something that constantly worried her. She’d admitted to me once that the hardest part was not understanding how he could have pushed her away like that when the only thing she had wanted was for him to hold her even closer in their time of need. I was relieved to see that he had finally come to his senses even though he had the worst timing ever because we needed time alone to discuss the news we’d just heard. Plus, Jocelyn was already in a fragile state after the accident and having learned she was pregnant.

When she finally spoke, her question surprised me because it was so mundane. “How did they know to call you?”

“They said I was listed under the ‘in case of emergency’ contact in your cell phone. I set it up when I first got you a phone and it must have transferred with your contacts each time you changed phones,” he explained.

“I didn’t even realize it was in there,” she said, still focused on the logistics of how he was standing here beside her hospital bed instead of the meaning behind it.

“I know I haven’t given you much reason to trust me since your mom died, but I’m determined to prove you can,” he swore.

“You really, really hurt me, Daddy,” she confessed, tears streaming down her face. “I needed you, and instead of protecting me, it seemed like you pushed me as far away as you could.”

“Josie-girl,” her dad sighed before he closed the small distance that remained between them and glanced down at her stomach before continuing. “I hope to hell you never understand what it’s like to stand in front of your child and know how much you’ve let them down.”

Jocelyn’s hands hovered protectively over her belly. “I won’t,” she swore.

“I could have lost you forever and I never would have been able to forgive myself. I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but please tell me you’ll give me a chance to try to make this right,” he begged.

“I missed you,” she admitted brokenly.

“Me too, Josie-girl,” he said hoarsely. “I might not have let it show, but I missed you like crazy. I was so damn afraid to reach out because I knew I deserved your anger. I just didn’t know how to make things right after all this time.”

“We’ll just have to take some time to get to know each other again,” she said as she smiled up at him through her tears.

As happy as I was that it looked like her dad wanted to be a part of Jocelyn’s life again, I couldn’t help but wish he would leave so we could talk about the baby and my lame proposal. But it looked like it was going to have to wait until they’d finished their reunion.


Chapter Fifteen


Josie

My mind was completely blown. When I’d woken up this morning, I’d had no way of knowing that my entire world would change in what felt like the blink of an eye. The day had seemed like any other right up until the moment I’d started to see spots swimming before my eyes and couldn’t keep my eyes open. One minute, I’d been putting up with Alec teasing me about moving in with his brother. And now, here I was—pregnant, with a possible broken leg, reuniting with my dad, and trying to figure out what to do about Andrew’s lame-ass proposal.

There was a soft tap on the hospital room door before the doctor walked in to check on me. He frowned as he looked between my father and Andrew after noticing the tears on my face.

“Ms. Devereaux needs her rest,” he said in a disapproving tone of voice.

My dad sighed resignedly and kissed my cheek lightly. “I guess that means I should head out, but I promise I’ll be back in the morning.”

“Okay, Daddy,” I replied.

“If you need anything,” he said while glaring at Andrew disapprovingly. “Anything at all, you give me a call. I don’t care how late at night or early in the morning it is.”

“I will,” I answered at the same time that Andrew told him that he’d make sure I had everything I needed. “It’s okay. Go ahead and I’ll see you in the morning.”

The doctor approached the bed with my chart in his hand. “Looks like you have some serious damage to your left knee. This type of injury isn’t uncommon after a side-impact MVA, but I’m worried because of the past history of surgery to the joint. The x-rays showed a patella fracture. I also suspect you’ve suffered another ACL tear.”

I grabbed for Andrew’s hand upon hearing the doctor’s diagnosis. I’d never fully recovered from my knee injury back in high school when the tendon had torn completely away from the bone. I remembered how painful the whole process had been and dreaded the idea of going through it again, especially since I was pregnant.

“I’m going to need surgery, aren’t I?” I asked fearfully.

“Unfortunately, yes,” the doctor confirmed. “I’ve already asked for an ortho consult, and one of the surgeons will be in to talk to you about that.”

“I want Dr. Christensen,” I said, requesting the orthopedic surgeon the team used. I’d rehabbed a lot of his patients since I had started working for the Cavaliers and respected the heck out of his skills in the OR. As a physical therapist, I knew how crucial the selection of a surgeon could be to the healing process. Getting the best surgeon possible could mean the difference between a full recovery and using a walker for the rest of my life.

The doctor hummed in response and looked down at the chart. “One of the trauma guys was assigned to your case already.”

“I’ll make some calls,” Andrew interrupted. “If she wants Dr. Christensen to do the surgery, I’ll make it happen.”

“I’m not sure he’ll be available. I’m pretty sure I heard someone mention that he was out of town,” the doctor said.

Andrew stood and glared at him while getting his phone out of his pocket. “I don’t care if I have to send a private jet for him. Do whatever it is you need to do to book an OR for her surgery and I’ll make sure he’s here to perform it.”

I smiled apologetically at Andrew’s display, but a little thrill ran through me at his insistence that I’d get what I wanted. I watched as he sent off a quick text before returning his attention back to the doctor.

“And the baby?” Andrew asked.

“It’s still very early in the pregnancy, which is a blessing with the accident because the baby is very well protected inside your womb,” he reassured us both. “I’ll order an ultrasound to be safe, but please keep in mind that the embryo’s development is in the early stages yet, so we won’t be able to see much even if we do it vaginally.”

“I want it done now,” Andrew said hoarsely. His hand moved to cover mine over my stomach.

The doctor just nodded and left the room, presumably to get the ultrasound machine.

“I’m scared,” I whispered. “What if there’s something wrong with the baby?”

“You heard the doctor. He’s going to run the test just to be cautious. There’s no reason to think anything’s wrong with the baby,” Andrew reassured me even though he still looked worried.

“And surgery!” I cried out, the implications of the damage done to my knee hitting me hard. “How am I going to manage work while recovering? Especially if I’m pregnant?”

“Shhh, sweetheart,” he soothed me. “We’ll figure everything out. Let’s take this one step at a time. Let the doctor do the ultrasound so he can confirm that the baby’s okay. Get Dr. Christensen here for your knee surgery. Find out exactly what to expect for your recovery. Once we know more, we can make some decisions.”

I thought back to the first words he’d said when he’d entered the room. One of those decisions was if we were going to get married or not. We really needed to talk about it, but now wasn’t the right time with the doctor due back any minute.

I glanced at the door and was surprised by the words that popped out of my mouth. “I’m sorry.”

“What are you sorry about, Jocelyn?” Andrew asked as he leaned closer to me.

“It’s probably my fault I’m pregnant,” I admitted. “If I’m six weeks along, it had to have happened shortly after I got over the bronchitis and sinus infection. We used condoms every single time, and odds are the one that failed was mine. It had been sitting in the gift bag in the trunk of my car for weeks before I moved into the apartment. I didn’t even think to check to make sure there weren’t any holes in it or anything.”

Andrew smiled down at me and placed a fingertip over my lips to get me to stop rambling. “Your protection is my responsibility, sweetheart. If I managed to knock you up while you were on the pill and using a condom, then it was meant to be,” he said, repeating part of what I’d said to the doctor when I’d first heard I was pregnant.

I heaved a huge sigh of relief from knowing that he didn’t blame me for getting pregnant. “Our responsibility,” I stressed.

“And our baby. I guess I have strong swimmers,” he said smugly as the doctor returned to the room with the ultrasound machine.

Andrew stepped to the side and made a couple of phone calls while the doctor got me situated for the test. Once I was covered again by the sheet and the doctor was starting, Andrew moved back to the side of the bed and reached for my hand.

“The placement looks good,” the doctor told us as a grainy, black-and-white image came up on the monitor. Then he clicked the mouse a couple of times and a line appeared on the screen.

I heard a swishing sound and looked at him questioningly. “Is that our baby?”

“Yes. That’s the heartbeat,” the doctor answered. “About a hundred five beats per minute, which is in the normal range for six weeks into the pregnancy. It’s good that we can hear it, too. Sometimes you can’t pick up the heartbeat for another week or so.”

I gazed at the monitor in wonder. There was a tiny life growing inside me that Andrew and I had created.

“That’s our baby,” Andrew choked out.

Finishing up quickly, the doctor cleaned me up and left the room so we could have some privacy. I could barely breathe as the weight of our situation hit me. In less than eight months from now, we would be parents. We hadn’t even known each other for that many months yet. We’d just celebrated our first Thanksgiving together as a couple and were getting ready for our first Christmas at the end of next week. And next year, we’d be celebrating them with our child for the very first time.

“Holy shit, Andrew,” I whispered. “A baby.”

“Yeah,” he sighed. “A perfect little boy or girl who’s going to get the very best parts of each of us.”

“But what are we going to do?” I wondered aloud, feeling overwhelmed by the situation. “I mean, I know we’re practically living together, but the lease on my apartment won’t be up until right around when the baby is due. The recovery from my injuries is going to be brutal and… Well, and I’m pregnant for God’s sake! And I’ve only been working for the Cavaliers for half a season. How am I going to explain this all to them?”

“Breathe, sweetheart,” he soothed me as the heart monitor started to beep. “You need to calm down. I know I rushed my proposal and fucked it up. You need some time to process this. We both do. Let’s take it day by day for now. Get you through the surgery and back home with me and then we’ll figure out where to go from there.”

I closed my eyes as I breathed in deeply, trying to stave off a panic attack. I nodded my head as tears leaked from my eyes. He was right. We had time to decide what we were going to do.

“You’ll stay with me tonight though, right?” I asked, worried he’d leave me alone in the hospital.

“Of course I will, Jocelyn,” he promised. “I’ll be here as long as you need. Until you’re ready to come home. Now close your eyes and try to get some rest.”

“I love you,” I sighed as I followed his instructions. I could already feel some of the tension leaving my body as my fatigue took hold of me.

“I love you, too. And I promise everything will be okay. I’m here with you now. I’ve got you,” he whispered in my ear before gently kissing the top of my head and swiping a lock of hair from my brow.

Alec came into my room as I started to drift to sleep and I could hear Andrew talking to him quietly. I wasn’t sure how much information he shared with him, but I was sure that everyone was going to be shocked by our news.

*     *     *

They kept me immobile for the next day as Dr. Christensen consulted with my OB/GYN on options for surgery. When they finally decided on the best course of action, he came to talk to me.

“I won’t lie, Jocelyn. I have serious concerns about how the surgery can impact your pregnancy,” he began.

My heart plummeted and Andrew looked devastated.

“What can we do to minimize the risk?” I asked, trying to focus on my options and outcomes so I could make an informed decision.

“We’ll have to use a spinal anesthetic instead of a general anesthesia or local knee block. This means you will be numb from the waist down instead of being asleep or having sensation to the knee blocked. It’s the safest route because not as much anesthetic is needed with a spinal anesthetic as compared to general anesthesia.”

“And why is it better than a local block to the knee?” Andrew asked.

“The surgery is going to place a lot of stress on the knee, and I need to make sure she doesn’t feel any of the pain because I don’t want to risk that her blood pressure might go up. Sometimes, a local block to the knee is incomplete,” the doctor explained.

“Bottom-line it for me please,” I said.

“Surgery can usually be done safely in cases like this as long as we use a spinal anesthetic and fetal monitoring. But there’s still a one-to-two percent chance it will cause you to have a miscarriage.”

I reeled from the blow this news delivered to me and gripped Andrew’s hand even tighter. “And if I say the risk isn’t acceptable? What if I refuse to have surgery?”

Dr. Christensen looked at me apologetically. “That’s not really an option I’d recommend, Jocelyn. If it were just the ACL tear and you didn’t have your medical history, then I’d suggest we wait and see if it healed with rest and therapy. But you know as well as I do that we need to go in and repair the fractured patella. It’s not going to heal on its own and the ACL tear has no hope of healing without repairing the patella.”

I nodded in agreement, knowing that what he’d said was true. But the very idea that I was going to risk my baby’s life was impossible to bear. “What if I remain non-weight bearing until after the baby is born?”

“If we wait that long, the best-case scenario would be we do the surgery and eventually you may be able to walk normally again. Odds are you have loose fragments from your patella in your knee, which could cause further complications. And the pain you’d be in during your pregnancy would increase the risk of miscarrying anyway,” he explained. “We both know surgery is usually avoided during pregnancy. Emergencies do come up though. Your situation certainly qualifies as an emergency. Having the surgery now is your best course of action.”

I looked to Andrew for guidance.

“You asked for Dr. Christensen because he’s the best. I think we need to take his advice and move forward with the operation.”

Unfortunately, he was right, so I agreed to the surgery. They scheduled it for the next morning, and the day flew by in a flurry of tests and visitors. The nurses didn’t seem happy with the amount of people who stopped by since we completely ignored visiting hours, but they didn’t question it. I wouldn’t have either if I were them and Andrew was around. He only left my side to run home to shower and change when my dad came to see me the first morning.

My dad had kept his promise, too, and returned several times. Things had been awkward at first, but the enormity of my situation eased some of the tension between us because we both realized how precious our time together was. Not that I trusted him completely yet, but I was sure we were headed in the right direction.

Cee-Cee and Alec were regular visitors as well. Cee-Cee was stunned to learn I was pregnant but quickly became excited by the prospect of being a godmother.

Andrew’s parents stopped in a couple of times. The first time they were here, they brought a huge bouquet of flowers—their pink and blue colors letting me know instantly that they already knew our news. His mom cried as she hugged me and his dad slapped Andrew on the back in congratulations.

But this morning, Andrew asked everyone to give us some space. While I waited for them to take me down for my surgery prep, he sat on the edge of the bed, holding my hand tight.

“You have the best surgeon in town,” he reassured me. “And I made sure the anesthesiologist is top notch too. Everyone says there’s nobody better in Chicago.”

Although I was terrified of what lay ahead, I knew that Andrew had done everything in his power to give the baby and me the best odds. He’d been so incredible since the accident, but I could see the concern darkening his eyes. As the orderly entered the room, I took this last moment with him to offer him some peace as well.

“I love you, Andrew. When the surgery is done and I’m on the road to recovery, we’ll have lots of decisions to make. But I need you to know how very much I love you.”

The sight of his tears broke my heart as he leaned down to give me a gentle kiss before they took me away. I kept my eyes locked with his, wishing desperately that his gaze was the last thing I saw before the surgery began.

Everything was a blur after that. Although I was awake for the surgery, they were able to give me something to settle my nerves that let me drift away in my mind. I was faintly aware of the procedure as it happened and tried to focus on the beeping of the fetal monitor—a comforting sound in the background that confirmed the baby was doing great while they were fixing my knee.

It seemed as though they were done and rolling me into recovery fairly quickly.

“Andrew,” I slurred. “I need Andrew.”

The nurse who had been in and out of my room since the day I’d arrived squeezed my shoulder. “I’ll go get him for you.”

Moments later, he rushed through the door. “Jocelyn,” he breathed.

“Ssskay. Baby, good.” I tried to let him know that we were both okay, but I drifted off to sleep before I could finish.

*     *     *

My recovery from the surgery was a difficult one even though everything had gone well—both for me and the baby. They sent me to the short-term rehab unit for five days before allowing me to choose between discharging to a facility for a couple of weeks or going home with Andrew. Not that I was allowed to make the decision myself. Andrew had already arranged for a private duty nurse to care for me around the clock and insisted I was going to his house since it was set up perfectly for my recovery with the master suite on the first floor.

I was finally able to go home on Christmas Eve. I was amazed to see a Christmas tree in the window as we pulled up to Andrew’s house. We hadn’t gotten around to decorating before the accident and he’d been at the hospital with me practically the whole time.

“You have a tree,” I whispered in wonder.

“I didn’t want you to miss out on the holiday just because of your injury,” Andrew replied. “My mom came over and did the tree and some decorating around the house. She even gave us half of her Christmas village set that Alec and I have given to her as gifts throughout the years. And she made my dad come over and put up lights. I just need to turn them on.”

After parking, Andrew very carefully transferred me from the car to the wheelchair he’d pulled out of the back of the Cadillac Escalade he’d had brought around to the hospital so it would be easier for him to transport me around town. As he wheeled me up a ramp and through the back door into the kitchen, I realized that Andrew hadn’t left any stone unturned in his quest to make sure I was comfortable.

I noticed that a raised seat and frame were on the toilet and a bath bench and grab bars had been added to the walk-in shower when the private duty nurse helped me into the bathroom. Once I was done, she checked my vitals and got me set up in the hospital bed that had been installed in the master suite next to Andrew’s king-sized bed. There was a rolling walker in the corner of the bedroom even though I was still restricted to the wheelchair for a little while yet.

The nurse promised to check on me several times throughout the night and let me know that she was right upstairs if I needed her. She handed me a walkie-talkie so I could reach her at all times, explaining that Andrew had asked her to leave as much of my care to him as she possibly could, so she didn’t plan to hover too much.

Andrew returned with more of the flowers I’d received and placed them around the room. It was only early evening and I was already exhausted.

“This isn’t exactly how I envisioned us spending our first Christmas Eve together,” I told Andrew sleepily after the nurse had left us alone.

“Doesn’t matter, sweetheart. As long as you’re with me, it’s perfect.”

*     *     *

Falling asleep right away meant I woke up bright and early on Christmas morning. I glanced over and saw Andrew sleeping in a pair of pajamas I hadn’t seen before since he didn’t usually wear anything to bed. He was practically about to roll off the side of the bed closest to me, his arm flung over the edge like he was trying to reach out for me in his sleep. I could see dark smudges under his eyes showing how tired he must have been after having slept on the cot they’d brought into my hospital room for him.

I read on my Kindle for a couple of hours, determined to be as quiet as possible so Andrew could get some rest. The nurse tiptoed into the room to check on me around seven o’clock and helped me in and out of the bathroom.

That’s when I realized it was Christmas morning and she was stuck here taking care of me. A quick look told me that Andrew was still sleeping soundly.

“Go home and spend the day with your family,” I whispered to her, knowing Andrew might blow a gasket when he woke up and figured out I’d sent her home.

Apparently, she figured the same thing because she shook her head no and looked over at his sleeping form with a furrowed brow. “Oh, I really shouldn’t,” she said wistfully.

“Don’t worry about him. We’ll be fine for today, and I promise to call your cell if I have any problems the two of us can’t handle on our own,” I reassured her. “Besides, we both know your being here around the clock is overkill on his part. I don’t need twenty-four-seven care anymore or they wouldn’t have discharged me in the first place.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, her eyes lit with excitement.

“Absolutely,” I confirmed. “Call me this evening and we’ll figure out what time we need you back. And don’t worry about your pay since I’m the one who wants us to have the house to ourselves. It’s our first Christmas together.”

“Thank you,” she gushed as she turned to leave.

Andrew began to stir in the bed. “Morning,” he said huskily after he awoke fully and stretched. “How’re you doing? Did you get enough sleep?”

“Merry Christmas,” I whispered back. “I’m good, and yes, I got plenty of sleep. I’m glad you finally did, too.”

A huge grin spread across his face as he jumped out of bed. “It Christmas!”

I giggled at him as he leaned down to give me a gentle kiss on my lips. “That it is, sleepyhead. And odds are you won’t be able to sleep this late again on a Christmas morning for many, many years to come.”

“Sounds perfect to me,” he replied as he rubbed his hands together in an excited motion. “But first, I get to enjoy my first Christmas with you.”

“I’m not too sure how exciting it will be,” I reminded him. “I didn’t finish my shopping and all my presents for you are at my place. Unwrapped, even.”

“Not to worry,” he reassured me. “Cee-Cee took care of wrapping everything she could find and brought it over. She told me she knew all your hiding places and could figure out which present went to who, but she left a folded-over Post-it note on each one so you’d know what’s inside.”

That certainly sounded like something my super-organized friend would do. Tears welled in my eyes at the relief that she’d saved Christmas for me. She really was an amazing best friend.

“Awesome,” I sighed.

“I’ll go make you breakfast in bed and ask the nurse if it’s okay to move you into the living room for part of the afternoon. I bought a reclining lift chair, so that should help a lot,” he told me.

“Yes, I definitely want you to help me into the living room later. I want to enjoy the Christmas decorations with you instead of feeling all cooped up in here,” I said.

“As long as she agrees, then that’s what we’ll do.”

“You can’t ask her because I let her go home for the day,” I admitted.

“Jocelyn,” he groaned. “I really wish you hadn’t done that.”

“My vitals are fine and I can certainly make sure you transfer me properly since it’s part of what I do for a living,” I argued. “Besides which, I really wanted to enjoy our first Christmas together alone.”

“Fine,” he huffed. “But if I think for even a second that anything’s wrong, I’m taking you to the emergency room.”

I rolled my eyes at his exaggeration before simply nodding my head. There wasn’t going to be any reason for us to make a trip back to the hospital, but I knew he worried. He stomped out of the room, grumbling to himself about how stubborn I was, and eventually, I could smell bacon frying. I enjoyed my breakfast, chatting with Andrew as he ate his in bed too.

The rest of the morning was quiet, and I took a nap for a couple of hours. When I woke up, I called for Andrew, and he finally agreed to let me out of bed and into the living room. The reclining lift chair he’d picked out for me was perfect—super comfortable and even had heat and massage settings. We spent several hours watching holiday movies. Andrew had gotten the Home Alone series on DVD since I had mentioned that it was my favorite.

When evening rolled around, Andrew turned off all the lamps and the room was lit by the twinkling lights on the Christmas tree. With the village set up nearby, it was a beautiful sight to see. He changed the channel on the television so we were tuned into the holiday music station before sitting on the end of the couch closest to my chair.

“Present time,” he told me, holding out a small, brightly wrapped box. “Here’s your first one.”

I took the present he handed to me and looked to the tree. “I only have a couple of yours ready,” I worried aloud.

“How about we agree to limit the gift-opening to two presents each today and then we can wait for everything else until you’ve had a chance to finish your shopping?” he suggested.

“That’s a wonderful plan,” I agreed before pointing towards his presents. “But I want you to go first.”

He grabbed both of his gifts from under the tree and sat back down before opening the smaller one. A receipt for season tickets to the Cubs’ next season rested inside. “Jocelyn, you shouldn’t have,” he gasped. “How did you even manage it? There’s a waiting list.”

“It turns out my dad kept his tickets all these years. We got to talking about how you and I met during one of his visits and I mentioned how impressed I’d been by our date at the game. I wanted to be able to make it a tradition for us as we build our life together, so he offered to give me his tickets,” I explained. “They aren’t quite as good as the ones your friend loaned us, but they aren’t bad either.”

“I love them,” he told me. “Not just because I’m looking forward to going to as many games as possible, but also because of the reason you chose to give them to me.”

He gestured to the box I had clasped in my hands. Removing the bow off the top, I carefully removed the wrapping paper. I pulled the lid off the box and there was a car key with the Cadillac emblem on it inside.

“You aren’t just renting the Escalade?” I asked, and my jaw dropped when he shook his head. “You bought me a car for Christmas!”

“Yours was totaled in the accident and I wanted to make sure you had something safe for you and the baby once you’re able to drive again,” he told me. “No more small cars for you ever again.”

After I calmed down about the SUV, Andrew opened the larger of the two wrapped boxes holding his gifts and pulled out the blue dress shirt that lay inside. “It’s perfect.”

“It’s not a car, but it should be a good shirt for you because I had it custom tailored. I wanted something that matched your gorgeous, blue eyes,” I explained.

“I don’t know,” he teased. “I think the shade might be a closer match to your eyes instead.”

“Well, then, I wanted one that would make sure you thought of me every time you wore it,” I said, changing my story.

He laughed before looking at me seriously. “I wonder if our baby’s eyes will be closer to the blue of yours or mine. I hope I get to see eyes just like yours staring up at me from our baby’s face.”

My heart melted at his words and I gasped out his name as he got down on one knee in front of me. He reached into his pocket and removed another small box. This one wasn’t wrapped, so he flipped the lid open and held it out to me. I blinked at the sight of the fabulous platinum diamond ring nestled inside.

“Jocelyn, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” he began. “You’ve been mine for longer than either of us knew and I want to make it official. I want you to wear my ring on your finger as a symbol of my love for you. I want to go to bed each night with you tucked safely against my side and wake up to your beautiful face. I want to watch your belly grow round as you carry this baby and any others we decide to have together in the future. And I want to grow old knowing I’m the luckiest man on the planet because I get to call you mine.”

With tears streaming down my face, I gave him the only possible answer I could. The one that bubbled out from the depths of my soul. “Yes.”


Epilogue


Andrew

As I watched everyone mingle with each other at The Box, I was struck by the irony. Things had come full circle from the night I first saw Jocelyn here during that fake bachelorette party. If I’d realized back then how much she would come to mean to me, I never would have let her leave my club without me. And now we were here, surrounded by all of our friends and family, celebrating our upcoming wedding with a co-ed bachelorette party. A real one this time.

I only had one more week to wait until I officially made her mine next Saturday. Once she’d agreed to marry me, I hadn’t wasted much time pinning her down for a date. She’d wanted to wait until after the baby came because she wanted to be able to walk down the aisle to me and wear a wedding dress without a baby bump. I told her that she could have one or the other, but I wasn’t going to wait until the baby was born to slide a wedding ring on her finger and give her my name. She relented and agreed to marry me in eight weeks.

It was going to be a Valentine’s Day wedding. Jocelyn didn’t want it to be huge, so we’d kept the numbers down by inviting only family and close friends. Cee-Cee was going to be her maid of honor and Alec was my best man. It had been a hard decision for me, but Mark understood why I’d felt the need to ask my brother. Alec had been responsible for my second chance to make Jocelyn mine, after all.

“Seven more days,” I whispered into Jocelyn’s ear as I joined her on one of the red loveseats I’d had brought in for our party. Although she was getting around now in a walking boot, I still felt the need to ensure that she was as comfortable as possible.

She leaned against me and rested her head on my shoulder. “I know. I’m so glad you talked me into marrying you sooner rather than later. I can’t wait to be Mrs. Andrew Rourke.”

“Did you just admit I was right about something?” I teased.

“Yeah. Mark it down on your calendar because I’m not sure it’s going to happen again anytime soon,” she quipped back.

“I don’t know. I think I have a pretty good track record,” I argued before listing off examples of times I’d been right. “I knew you were supposed to be mine from the moment I met you. I could have told you not to bother signing a one-year lease on your apartment if you’d asked. I was right about you needing to drive a safer car. And I was already working with a jeweler to design your engagement ring weeks before I needed it.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Maybe you’re pretty good at this relationship stuff,” she conceded.

I captured her lips with mine and swept my tongue inside her mouth when they parted. Our tongues clashed as I struggled to control the impulse to pick her up and carry her into my office so I could fuck her blind. I’d have to save that plan for a night when my parents and her dad weren’t all here with us. Reluctantly, I pulled away from the kiss and rested my forehead against hers.

“I hope there’s one more thing I’m right about,” I said, feeling nervous about how she was going to react to my surprise.

“What’s that?” she asked dazedly, her eyes still hazy from our kiss.

“Your engagement present,” I told her.

“I thought we said we weren’t doing the gift thing,” she hissed before glaring at me with a frown on her face.

“I know, but an opportunity came up that was too good to pass up, so I took it,” I began as I waved Mark over since I’d asked him to bring the paperwork to the party tonight. “I know you’ve been worried about how to juggle your job and the baby, especially since the Cavs had to hire a temporary replacement because you were out too long.”

“Yeah,” she said suspiciously. “I’m not sure what to do when it’s time to go back because I won’t be able to travel at the end of my pregnancy, and I really don’t want to go on road trips with the team once the baby gets here.”

“Your career has been an important part of your life for so long, something you’ve worked hard to achieve ever since you decided you wanted to be a physical therapist in high school,” I said. “And I don’t want you to miss out on helping athletes because you’ve agreed to become my wife and are having my baby.”

“Oh, Andrew,” she sighed. “You can’t control this. Either I’ll be able to work it out with the team or I won’t. I’ll figure it out in the end.”

“I once told you I wanted to be the person you came to with your problems so I can fix them. I meant it when I said that, and I want you to keep that in mind as you read this,” I told her as I handed her the documents that would make her a partner in a local sports medicine clinic. “A business associate mentioned that the clinic was looking for investors so it could expand. I reached out to the doctor who owns it and spoke to him about what he hopes to accomplish with the expansion. It sounded like a good investment, and you don’t have to agree to be his partner if you don’t want to. He’ll get the money he needs anyway because I believe in what he’s doing for people in the community.”

Jocelyn looked at the papers with a stunned expression on her face. “You bought me a business as an engagement present?”

“Technically, it’s not yours, but yeah. I guess you could put it that way,” I answered.

“I’ve heard of this place, Andrew. It has an amazing reputation.”

“I would never suggest you put your name on something that didn’t. I know your work means too much to you for to risk destroying it by linking yourself to the wrong doctor,” I explained.

“And he knows about the accident, my rehab, and the baby?” she wanted to know.

“Yes, he’s aware of everything. He checked into your track record with the Cavs players and said he’d be thrilled to have you on his team. He even mentioned that some of the guys he spoke with said they’d use the clinic if you were there. So what do you say? Want to be a business owner?” I asked.

“I say the same thing I always end up saying to you,” she answered. “Yes!”

“Thank fuck you aren’t mad at me. Mark thought I was crazy for agreeing to the investment without talking to you first. I was worried you’d be pissed as hell at my ‘high-handedness,’ as he put it.”

“I’m not angry at all. How could I be when you were just doing what you’ve always done?” Jocelyn said.

“And what’s that?” I wondered.

“Looking out for me in your crazy alpha-male way,” she replied.

“I’d like to show you how alpha I can be right about now, but I don’t think everyone would appreciate what I want to do to you,” I told her.

“Then how about we make our excuses and head home so I can show you my appreciation properly,” Jocelyn murmured.

My cock jumped at the sensual promise in her tone. After I helped her up from the loveseat, I guided her around the room so we could say goodbye to our guests.

As I was helping Jocelyn into her coat, my attention was drawn away when Jason swore loudly and stormed over to the bar. He grabbed Cee-Cee’s arm to move her away from her stool, where she had been leaning forward and flirting with one of my bartenders. He practically dragged her to a corner of the room, and she glared up at him while they argued. I couldn’t overhear what they were saying, but it certainly seemed like there was an interesting story there.

*     *     *

The week before our wedding flew by in a flurry of activity. The final fitting to make sure Jocelyn’s dress fitted her. What felt like a million work appointments because I needed to clear my calendar for our two-week European honeymoon. Another ultrasound to ease my fears about Jocelyn traveling abroad. A last-minute trip to the passport office when Jocelyn realized that hers had expired six months ago. Picking up tuxedos. The dress rehearsal and dinner. The list of things to do before Jocelyn became my wife seemed practically endless. But finally our big day was here.

When I woke up to an empty bed this morning, I swore to myself that it would be a rare occurrence in our marriage. Jocelyn had insisted we follow tradition and wouldn’t let me see her until she walked down the aisle. Her recovery had progressed well enough that she was going to be able to do so without crutches, although she was disappointed that she had to wear ballet flats instead of sexy heels. So I’d promised we could renew our wedding vows on one of our anniversaries to give her the chance. She’d been so excited that she’d gone out and bought a pair of Louboutins, which she placed in their box on the shelf in the closet just waiting for that day.

In contrast, as quickly as the week had passed, this morning crept by. My parents took me out to breakfast so the event planner could have free rein of their house to make sure everything was perfect for the ceremony we were holding in their backyard. My mom wanted to make sure I ate something even though I barely spoke a word the whole time. Alec met us there and stuck to me like glue for the rest of the day.

“It’s time,” Alec whispered to me before Cee-Cee stepped through the doors. He stood with me now at the altar as I waited for Jocelyn. Music drifted towards us as the wedding march began to play.

Then there she was—my Jocelyn. Although she wasn’t really showing yet, her boobs were slightly bigger already and looked amazing in her wedding gown. Of course, being a guy, that’s what I focused on first. But when my gaze moved upwards, I was awed by how gorgeous she looked with her caramel locks swept up in a fancy style and a short veil masking her blue eyes from me. Holding on to her father’s elbow, she carefully made her way to me.

Everything else faded away as she stepped next to me, and I lifted her veil before taking her hands in mine. As I stared into her eyes, I knew that the moment we said our vows was going to be one of the best of my life. The only other thing that would fill me with an equal amount of excitement was the day six months from now when I would be able to hold our beautiful baby boy in my arms.

*     *     *

Want more of the Bachelorette Party series? Checked Into Love (Cee-Cee and Jason’s book) is available now.


Wait For Me


J.H. Croix


Chapter One


Valentina

Rounding the corner in the hallway, I ran smack into a wall. A wall that turned out to be a person. With two boxes cradled in my arms and a pile of mail on top of that, everything tumbled to the floor. Flustered, I looked straight up into the dark green gaze of Lucas Cole. If he even noticed I’d just dumped mail all over the floor, he didn’t show it.

But that was nothing unusual. Neither was the fact my pulse lunged and my body got hot all over. Lucas had that effect on me, and probably most women. He took that whole tall, dark, and broody thing to heart.

“I’m sorry!” I blurted out. “Let me just get all this …”

My words trailed off because the bad luck of literally running into him only amped up my flustered state and left me breathless. I leaned over to scoop up the mail and bumped my head into his forearm. Dear God. Since when were forearms that hard?

“No worries,” Lucas replied as he handed me the mail he had already gathered.

My fingers brushed his as I took it, causing a zing of electricity to race up my arm. Before I could formulate a response, he leaned over and picked up the two small packages. As he handed them over, my brain fired off a thought.

“Oh, one of these is yours,” I said, my words coming out rushed.

Juggling the mail and the boxes, I gave him one box. Lucas took it, hooking it in the bend of his elbow. “Thanks. See you around.”

With a brief nod, he continued down the hallway. I remained frozen, waiting until I heard his footsteps recede. At the sound of the door closing behind him, I sagged against the wall. Of all the people to run into, it had to be Lucas.

Lucas worked at Stolen Hearts Lodge like me. He was also the sexiest man I’d ever laid eyes on. I could hardly be near him without my body going haywire, as evidenced by this brief encounter. I knew without a doubt that Lucas was waaaaay out of my league.

After several deep breaths, I carried on, dropping off the mail in the office and heading to my cabin.

Climbing the steps, I turned to look behind me. The setting sun cast the mountains in shadow. I didn’t linger long, not with the small box in my hands. I’d gotten so frazzled seeing Lucas that I forgot about my own mail until I was almost here.

I let myself into my small cabin. This was the first place I’d lived away from my family, so it was ridiculously awesome for me. With only one bedroom, one bathroom, and a pretty view of the Blue Ridge Mountains, it was tiny, but I loved it. Like loved it, loved it.

I set the small square box on my dresser. As I held the thin blade of my pocketknife over it, my eyes landed on the label. My heartbeat lunged, and my belly spun in a nervous flip. I was expecting a package, but this was not it. For those of us who worked at Stolen Hearts Lodge, all mail came addressed to the lodge, so it was important to pay attention to the return address. Much too late, I noticed this box had the name of a construction supply company on the return address label.

There was only one other person who had received a package in the mail today. Lucas. I’d handed him the wrong one.

“Oh, shit!”

I clapped my hand over my mouth. I didn’t know if I’d ever get over that habit. Despite my parents’ best efforts, my mouth had a mind of its own. The issue of having the wrong box was worthy of more than one oh shit, though.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

If only I could apply that word to something beyond a curse. My complete lack of in that area was part of my problem right now. I just gave Lucas Cole a box with …

There was a sharp knock on my door. Startled, I dropped the pocketknife, jumping at the sound of it clattering to the floor. As I leaned over to pick it up, my elbow collided with the corner of the Bible my mother had mailed to me the other day. Like I needed a Bible. The plump book thudded to the floor just as another knock sounded.

My heart was pounding wildly, and I was already about to melt from embarrassment even though I didn’t know who was at the door. Not for sure. Ignoring the small mess I’d made on the floor, I squared my shoulders and turned and strode to the door, curling my hand around the knob.

No need to freak out. It’s probably not him. On the heels of a deep breath, I opened it and found myself staring into Lucas’s green gaze for the second time in an hour.

Shit, fuck, hell, damn.

That was technically only three swear words, and all of them stayed in my brain. You know, like a silent vowel except the entire word was silent. Hell was a place, so it didn’t count as a swear. Or so I’d convinced myself at some point during my childhood.

Lucas stood there with an opened box in his hands.

Oh. My. God.

He’d opened the box.

I had the worst luck. Or maybe it was the most embarrassing luck. Was it too much to ask that I have a little dignity around the one man who tended to leave me feeling all swoony and ridiculous?

My eyes, because they were naughty and ignored my mind, meandered over Lucas, taking in his bold features—a strong nose, angled cheekbones, a square jaw with a dark trimmed beard, and sensual lips. Okay, his face was too much. Throw in his to-die-for body—all rangy muscle—and well, I thought God had been a bit too generous in the looks department with Lucas. Just sayin’.

Lucas stared at me quietly, his gaze scanning my face. My cheeks heated the moment I saw his lips quirk with a hint of a smile.

“I think this belongs to you,” he said, his voice like sweet sorghum, sliding over me with its slow drawl.

My face was on fire. Hell, it wasn’t just my face. I was on fire.

“Um, are you sure?” I hedged.

“The address was for the lodge, but it has your name on the receipt in the box,” he replied smoothly, losing the battle against his smile.

Not fair! The first time I got to see Lucas smile and it was all because I was an idiot.

“Oh,” I replied brilliantly.

He held the box forward, and my eyes—still disobeying me—dropped to look in the box at the hot pink vibrator. It wasn’t even hidden. Encased in clear hard plastic, I wouldn’t have been surprised if it jumped out of the box and said hello to me, so bold was its presence.

I swallowed and looked back up at Lucas. I couldn’t think, much less speak. I now understood how clichés came to be. I was quite certain I might actually die of embarrassment. I was hot all over, my pulse had taken off like a rocket—not joking, it could’ve propelled me into space—and I felt lightheaded.

Lucas’s voice came to me from a distance. “Valentina? Are you okay?”

Nope. Definitely not okay. Everything blurred, and my legs felt wobbly. Then, I fell over.

I seriously fainted in front of Lucas hot-as-sin Cole while he held a box with the vibrator I ordered in his hands.


Chapter Two


Lucas

Valentina Smith stared at me, her blue eyes wide, and her cheeks nearly as pink as the vibrator in the box. I was doing my damnedest to keep my response to her in check, but you have no idea how hard that was. Well, some things were most definitely hard. Valentina should’ve come with a warning sign.

She had curly red hair that practically begged for a man to tangle his hands in it, round blue eyes, and cheeks with freckles dusted over them like gold glitter. She was on the short side and had nothing but curves. She was sex and sin with this hint of innocence to her that made me fucking crazy.

To deal with my out-of-control response to her, I generally ignored her. However, when I tore open this little box and discovered what was inside, holy fucking hell, I had no choice but to come return the package to her. Any other alternative involved someone else, and I could only imagine the less people involved, the better.

It was as if I could hear the beat of time ticking as we faced each other. I gathered she was a bit embarrassed about the situation. Hence, my reason for delivering this personally. Or so I told myself.

My eyes dropped down to the box, and I bit back a chuckle. When I opened the box and saw that vibrator staring back at me, my mouth fell open. I’d been expecting a box with new work gloves. Far more boring than this. I didn’t doubt any woman would find satisfaction from this thing. It appeared to have quite a few bells and whistles.

When I looked back at Valentina, her eyes were hazy. I could see the wild flutter of her pulse in her neck and realized she might be about to faint.

“Valentina? Are you okay?”

As I reached over to steady her, she wobbled slightly before collapsing. Fortunately, I caught her by the arm, letting the box fall to the floor as I wrapped my arm around her waist. She was completely out.

I lifted her limp body into my arms and carried her over to the bed, the only obvious option at the moment. There wasn’t even a couch in here. It was either the bed or the floor.

Although alarm bells were blaring in my mind—because me, Valentina, and a bed weren’t a great plan—I eased her down gently. I quickly checked her pulse to find it was shallow but steady.

I adjusted the pillows under her head and rested my hips on the edge of the bed. Part of me wanted to simply leave at this point. Not because I wanted to leave Valentina after she fainted, but rather, to escape this crazy sense of protectiveness she elicited from me.

With that tangling up in my body’s always instantaneous response to her, I needed to be careful. Very careful.

I lifted a hand and brushed a few of her wild red curls away from her forehead, resting the back of my hand against it briefly. Her skin was cool and clammy under the flushed surface.

As a first responder, my instincts to check on things like that were automatic. Her breaths came in shallow pants, and after a few moments, her eyes opened slowly.

“Well, there you are,” I commented, unable to keep from smiling.

Whether it was in relief or this strange sense of joy I experienced being near her, I didn’t know. That odd feeling of joy didn’t make a lick of sense. Not right now. She had just fainted, for God’s sake. I knew she was fine, but still. Her eyes focused on me, slightly confused.

“What happened?”

“You fainted.”

She rose on her elbows, her skin turning pink again. “I fainted?”

“Most definitely.”

“Did I fall?” she asked as she pushed herself back up on the pillows, looking around.

My eyes lingered on the smatter of haphazard freckles on her cheeks and dropped to the tempting dimple in the center of her plump bottom lip. As she sat up, her T-shirt stretched tight across her generous breasts. I couldn’t help but notice the press of her nipples through her bra and the thin cotton shirt.

Dude. What the hell are you doing? She just fainted in front of you, and you’re staring at her breasts.

I can’t help it. They’re near perfect.

That was how bad I had it. My internal debate had a point. I didn’t like to think about it, but I had wondered more than once just how her curves felt.

“Lucas?”

Valentina’s voice, a soft Southern twang and a little raspy—yes, even her voice dripped sex—punctured my train of thought.

“You didn’t fall,” I replied, belatedly answering her question. “I was right there, so I caught you.”

Her nose wrinkled, and she lifted a hand, nervously twirling one of her curly locks around her fingers. “Oh,” she said softly. She caught her bottom lip in her teeth, and I thought I just might not be able to manage myself around her.

I’d never been alone with her. That wasn’t unusual. I was rarely alone with any woman. I had a six-year-old daughter who I was raising on my own, which didn’t leave much time for anything. I had one priority, and that was Rylie, my little girl.

Usually, I wasn’t even tempted. I was busy, fucking busy as hell. Between working as a first responder and working at the lodge and trying to be a parent, sometimes I wondered if I should schedule time to breathe. I didn’t know what the hell I would do if my mom and sister weren’t around to help me out with Rylie whenever I needed it.

To get to my point, I wasn’t easily distracted. But Valentina, damn, the woman distracted me just by existing.

She eyed me warily, her cheeks still pink. “Well, thank you,” she said politely. “I guess you saved me.”

A grin twitched at the corners of my mouth again. In the past half an hour, with the exception of the time I spent with Rylie, I had smiled more than I had in years.

That was fucking depressing.

“I didn’t really save you,” I said. “I mean, you would’ve fallen and maybe sustained a bruise or two. But you’d have been fine. Always glad to help, though.”

The temptation to lean forward and kiss her was so insanely strong that I had to force myself to stand abruptly. “Now that you’re doing all right, I’ll leave you be,” I said, stepping back.

Valentina moved swiftly, swinging her legs off the bed and following me over to the door. It was then I realized I had dropped her package in the act of catching her. The vibrator had fallen out and lay on the floor in its molded plastic.

I might’ve sold my soul to see just what Valentina would be doing with it.

Incongruously, an open pocketknife and a Bible were on the floor as well. I gave my head a quick shake, uncertain what to think of the combination of a vibrator, a Bible, and a pocketknife. I couldn’t quite sort out what Valentina had been doing before I arrived unless she had a habit of throwing random items on the floor.

She hurried past me, ignoring the Bible and knife, but picking up the vibrator and flinging it behind her onto the bed. As if we would somehow both forget it had ever been there.

The door to her cabin was still open, and I started to step through it. Just then, her hand caught my wrist. “Lucas,” she said, her tone agitated.

With nothing more than the curl of her hand around my wrist, her touch felt like a ring of fire on my skin.

Turning back, I found her standing there, chewing on the bottom lip I wanted to kiss with her cheeks almost as red as her hair. “Yes?”

“Please don’t mention this to anyone,” she blurted out.

I shook my head. “Of course not. If your name had been on it, I wouldn’t have opened it. Just so you know.”

She nodded, her hand still around my wrist. “Right. It’s just, I know how things get around. Wade’s mother is friends with mine, and I might be twenty-five, but my parents still think I shouldn’t even kiss a man unless I’m marrying him. I know that’s weird, but I love them and …” She paused to gulp in a breath.

It was downright crazy she thought I would mention this to anyone. I might keep to myself, but I wasn’t an asshole. Not to mention, even if I told Wade, he would get a kick out of it, but he sure as hell would not tell his mother. As these thoughts passed through, Valentina kept on talking.

“You see, I don’t have a boyfriend. I’ve never had a boyfriend. I wasn’t allowed to have a boyfriend. And lately, well …” She paused here to let out a ragged sigh. “I just thought I should do something about that. I mean it’s embarrassing to be a virgin at my age, don’t you think? It’s just crazy.” This time, her pause was nearly electric. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone.”

Valentina’s light touch on my skin left my control hanging by a thread. She was so damn honest it almost hurt, and there were not very many people like that in the world. I couldn’t say I knew her well because she’d only started this job at the lodge a few months ago. Wade had mentioned in passing that she’d led a sheltered life and we should all be nice to her, or his mother would give him hell.

I wondered if he had any idea just how sheltered her life had been. So there was that, and the fact my brain was about to fucking explode with the knowledge that Valentina was a virgin. That made no sense.

I could not fucking believe she had gone through life without some man realizing just how amazing she was. She was beyond beautiful, beyond sexy, and so damn nice. No wonder my body went insane around her.

Now? My mind had jumped on the bandwagon of insanity. Because I couldn’t imagine any other man would appreciate her the way I would.

By the time she stopped talking—and I lost track once the word virgin trotted across her lips—I was just staring at her. I took in the elegant arch of her brows, the way her eyes tilted slightly at the corners, the soft curve of her cheek, that sweet dimple in her bottom lip, and her freckles. I’d never considered freckles a temptation, but on Valentina, they were unholy.

I didn’t know what she saw cross my face, but she took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. “Well, I guess maybe I’m asking too much. Please, just don’t make it a joke.”

I shook my head sharply, both in response to her question and to clear my fucking thoughts. “Valentina, you didn’t have to ask me not to tell anybody. I’m a pretty private guy, and I respect your privacy. That’s why I brought the box straight to you even though I knew it might be a bit awkward for you to get it from me.”

Her eyes widened, and before I realized what she was about to do, she launched herself at me, flinging her arms around my shoulders. “Oh, thank you! I didn’t know you were nice.”

My arms wrapped around her reflexively, and I felt her feet kick against my shins. She seemed downright overjoyed. She leaned back to look in my face, and I swear it took more discipline than I thought I had not to kiss her.

I eased her down. Then she started talking. Again. “Before you go thinking I’m wacky, I’m not. It’s just my parents are kind of religious, and they took the chastity thing a little too far.” She paused abruptly and gave her head a shake. “Anyway. Thank you.”

Before I had figured out what I was about to say, or that I even had something to say, words strolled out of my mouth. “You know …” I began, gesturing to her toy, now glowing bright pink on her cream-colored down quilt on the bed, “that’s not technically losing your virginity, right?”

Valentina rested a hand on her hip and narrowed her eyes. “Of course, I know that. I just don’t want it to be a thing. So I figured this would get the hurt part out of the way.”

I could not believe this conversation. All of a sudden, I found myself envying a fucking vibrator.

Dude, you need to get a fucking grip, my skeptical voice chimed in.

Damn straight, I needed to get a fucking grip, and that meant getting the hell out of here. Now.

There was no graceful way to end this conversation, so I held Valentina’s gaze and winked. Then I said the craziest fucking thing ever.

“Well, if you decide you need a man to help you out, let me know.”

On the heels of that absolutely insane offer, I turned and left. I had enough sense to close the door behind me. In seconds, I was striding through the trees.

I heard the door fling open again, and Valentina calling, “Lucas! What do you mean?”

I kept walking, but I turned around to see her standing on the small porch, her red hair framing her face in the setting sun with her hands on her hips. Considering that what I’d just said was downright madness, I didn’t offer more and forced my feet to keep moving.


Chapter Three


Lucas

I rolled my truck to a stop in front of my house. After Rylie’s mother died, I sold the place where we lived when Rylie was a baby and bought this place. I didn’t need memories stained with the mark Melissa left behind.

Grief is fucked up. I had loved Melissa. We had Rylie, and Rylie owned my heart. Whenever I thought back to that first year after Rylie was born—whether I wanted to or not, I picked it apart in my mind time and again—I recalled how differently we handled it. Rylie didn’t sleep well for over a year due to colic, but once she got past that, she was the best little sleeper in the world. Melissa never knew because she died before she could find out.

For that year, we were both tired all the damn time. Even if you don’t mind it, even if you love it because you love the reasons why, when you’re that tired, it wears on you. Don’t go thinking Melissa was getting up all night on her own. She wasn’t. In fact, it was more often me.

After Melissa died, I tore that year to pieces mentally when I found out she’d been having an affair for most of it. Her affair actually started sooner, but it was that year that bothered me the most. I honestly didn’t care about the rest.

An affair gave her something a lot more exciting than a few hours of sleep each night with a colicky baby and a husband who was run ragged between work and trying to hold his family together. That was me.

A ruptured aneurysm killed Melissa. There I was, trying to raise my little girl while grieving the loss of the woman I loved, when I came across the text messages between her and Seth a week later. I wasn’t even looking for anything because I’d trusted her. I’d idly picked up her phone as I tried to decide if I should ever turn the damn thing off.

I didn’t even know if I would’ve gone searching for the texts, but one was right there on the screen. They barely tried to cover their tracks. I couldn’t help but second-guess if she ever really loved me.

Some people might’ve said I had baggage. You try being tangled up in grief over someone you thought had loved you, only to find out they’d been having an affair with one of your friends on the side. Yeah, you might say I had trust issues.

I gave my head a hard shake. Rylie had recently turned six and would be starting first grade come autumn. The house we lived in now was tucked in the trees with a small river nearby and about fifteen minutes away from Stolen Hearts Lodge.

Usually when I drove up, I didn’t think about anything other than seeing my little girl. Tonight, Valentina came strolling into my thoughts the moment I kicked Melissa out. I had an insane fucking train of thought, wondering how Valentina was with kids.

I climbed out of my truck, shaking that crazy train loose off the tracks in my mind. I opened the front door quietly because it was close to Rylie’s bedtime, and sometimes she fell asleep early.

Our house was a small ranch-style home built to blend into the surroundings. With cedar siding and a low-pitched roof, it faced the south to take advantage of the sun. The main entrance led into an open living room with windows running along the front and the kitchen off to the side. Jade waved from the couch with a smile, brushing her hair back from her face. My sister and I shared the same coloring—almost black hair and green eyes. Rylie was curled up beside her, tucked against Jade’s side and clearly asleep.

Slipping my shoes off, I walked over to the couch, sinking down onto the cushion on the other side of Rylie.

“Thought you might want to put her to bed,” Jade said softly.

“Always.”

Rylie stirred. Her bedtime wasn’t for another half hour. She lifted her head slowly, rubbing at her eyes with two small fists. “Hey, Daddy,” she said as she blinked up at me.

Just like Jade and me, Rylie had dark hair and green eyes. Except for her round button-nose, she was all Cole in her looks. I wondered how much of that would change as she grew up.

“Hey, sweet pea,” I said, brushing her tangled hair away from her forehead. “You ready for bed?” Although I could let her stay up for that half hour, I’d learned it was never smart. Not once she was already sleepy. Right now, she’d fall back to sleep fast, but if she stayed up, she’d get her second wind, and bedtime would become a nightmare.

For just a second, I thought she might put up a fight. But she didn’t. She nodded. “If you carry me.”

I knew there would come a day when she wouldn’t want to be carried at all, and frankly, there were plenty of times even now, so I took what I could get. I tugged her onto my lap for a minute, holding her close and pressing a kiss against her hair on the top of her head. “Of course. How’d today go with JJ?”

Ever since she could talk, Rylie had called Jade “JJ,” and the nickname just stuck.

“Good. We went for a play date at the park, and then Grammy came over, and we baked cookies, and she made lunches for you for all week,” Rylie explained, her voice sleepy.

“Did she now? I bet you were a big help,” I said as I stood with her in my arms.

Jade stood with us and leaned over to press a kiss to Rylie’s cheek. “Good night, little one. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

“Night, night.” Rylie blew Jade a kiss as I turned, adjusting her in my arms.

I walked down the short hallway. There were three bedrooms—Rylie’s, mine, and another that was a playroom for her.

Jade, because she was that amazing, had already made sure Rylie changed into her pajamas. Even though I knew the answer, I still asked, “You brush your teeth?”

Rylie’s chin bobbed against my chest as she nodded.

“Wash your hands?”

Another nod, this one a little more emphatic.

“Then you’re ready for bed.”

I eased her down onto her bed, throwing the covers back with one arm as I did. Rylie wiggled into the covers as I tucked them over her. Some nights I read to her, but I could tell tonight was not a book night. Her eyes were already drooping closed as I leaned forward to give her one more kiss. “Good night, sweet pea.”

“Night, Daddy,” she mumbled.

Sometimes I wondered if my heart would ever stop squeezing when she called me daddy. By the time I reached the door to flick the light off, Rylie’s breathing had settled into the steady, even rhythm of sleep. Her butterfly nightlight cast a soft glow in the room.

I left the door open a crack and returned to the front of the house. Jade was rinsing dishes and putting them in the dishwasher. “You know you don’t have to do that,” I said, leaning my elbows on the counter.

Jade closed the dishwasher and turned to face me as she rolled her eyes. “Lucas, you know me. I’m not gonna twiddle my thumbs. I like taking care of stuff. That took me maybe two minutes, tops.”

“I know. But you do so much for me,” I said as I ran a hand through my hair.

“And you pay me for it. Quite well,” she said. “Not that that’s entirely necessary, I might add.”

“Jade, you gave up a full-time job to help me with Rylie. Of course, I’m gonna pay you. If it weren’t for you and Mom, I don’t know what I’d do.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way. I love that little girl. Don’t start with this now, you hear me?” Jade’s eyes narrowed.

“Fine, fine. Thank you,” I said for probably the thousandth time. Years of her helping me out gave me many chances to thank her.

“Mom will be here tomorrow, okay?”

“I know. Thanks, sis.”

Jade picked up her purse off the counter and leaned up to press a kiss to my cheek, squeezing my shoulder as she passed by.

She stopped when she reached the front door. “What?” I asked as she looked at me, her gaze considering.

“Do me a favor,” she said.

“Anything,” I replied without hesitation.

The moment I saw the gleam in her eyes, I knew I had walked right into that one.

“Stop planning to spend the rest your life alone. You’re a good man. You should give some woman a shot.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Jade. I don’t have time for romance.”

“I’m not asking you to find time. I’m asking you to be open to the possibility. I’m not deaf, you know. We live in a small town, and people talk. I know you get your needs met, and you manage to find time for that. I guess what I’m saying is I hate seeing you alone. You’re one of the best men I know. I know what Melissa did sucked, but it doesn’t mean you should block out other options.”

She didn’t even give me a chance to reply. With a wink and a warm smile, my sister spun away and left, closing the door quietly behind her.

The moment she left, Valentina entered my mind. But I barely knew Valentina. Shaking my head, I forced those thoughts away.

I had one priority. Rylie.


Chapter Four


Valentina

The day of the vibrator incident became known in my mind as Lucas-might-want-me Day.

After spending days mulling over our surreal encounter, I was still pretty mortified. I wasn’t particularly a prude, but I did have some sense of privacy. Not only was it bad enough that he knew I had ordered a sex toy for myself, but then I also had to blabber on about why. I had a big mouth when I was nervous. It was like verbal diarrhea.

I didn’t see him again, but that wasn’t unusual because working at the lodge kept me busy. Even though I loved my primary job as the accountant and bookkeeper, I also covered shifts at the restaurant when needed. Once a working farm, Stolen Hearts Lodge had morphed into a high-end adventure resort where guests could trek out on various outdoor adventures in the Blue Ridge Mountains while staying here. The lodge also ran a rescue program for animals in the old portion of the farm with a veterinary clinic on site.

Although I had a sheltered childhood, my parents encouraged me to get a college education. We lived close to one of the state colleges, so I was able to live at home while I attended. My love for numbers led to a degree in accounting, and then I was fortunate enough to have Wade Ellis’s mother hook me up with this job. I sensed she was worried about me living at home after graduation. I’d been worried about it too.

I loved my parents, but sometimes they drove me nuts. They were hardcore into Jesus. I believed in God, but I just didn’t think God wanted life to be boring. My mother had been wild when she was a teenager, and somewhere along the way, she met my birth father. Everything I knew about him was that he was a rather bumbling and sweet guy. He also liked to party. Hard.

He died in a car accident when he was drunk while my mom was pregnant with me. There my mother was, pregnant with no college degree and no real way to support herself as a single mother.

She made up for her youthful indiscretions by becoming a polite, kind-hearted pastor’s wife. The pastor in question adopted me when I was only one year old. I loved my parents dearly even if I chafed against their worries. My mother had been determined not to let history repeat itself.

I wasn’t even allowed to date in high school. In fact, I was quite certain if my mother could have her way, I would get married and have a family somehow without ever having sex. My mother even hoped I’d read the freaking Bible she sent me in my spare time. Not that there was anything wrong with the Bible, but I’d already read it cover to cover several times in Bible study.

After the poor Bible ended up on the floor beside my vibrator that fateful afternoon with Lucas, I’d made sure to tuck it away in the bottom drawer of my dresser, safe from accidentally inappropriate moments. Sigh. My life was sometimes ridiculous.

I might be naïve when it came to things like men and sex. However, I was anything but naïve in other ways. With a funny mix of devout and free love in their approach to religion, my parents were about the least judgmental people I knew. They had a variety of people coming in and out of the house—the homeless, criminals, addicts, and more. Once I got older and understood life a bit better, sometimes I wanted to laugh.

They gave everyone a chance even after they’d been burned. My little sister Faith and I had grown up quite savvy. Case in point, we accidentally learned how to cut pills for drug dealing from one visitor to our home. Not that I ever planned to deal drugs.

After college, I started to feel stuck because I had no interest in marrying a pastor or anything like that. I wanted to move on with life.

When Wade’s mother pulled me aside after Sunday school one weekend—yes, I helped run the Sunday school daycare because it made my parents happy—and suggested that I take a job here at Stolen Hearts Lodge, I almost squealed right there in the vestibule of the church.

I had my first job outside my parents’ church and my own place to live. Being over an hour away from where my parents were was heaven. Although not the kind of heaven I imagined my parents hoped for.

Aside from getting over my guilt for swearing, and that did seem to be sliding off my shoulders, the heaviest baggage I carried related to my complete lack of experience with men. It was beyond ridiculous.

Hence, my decision to buy that crazy hot pink vibrator. I hadn’t even used it yet! I was in a bit of a funk. I wished I’d had a boyfriend, or girlfriend, or something in high school. Specifically, someone who wouldn’t have expected me to have experience. I wished I’d had something other than the two kisses in my lifetime, both of them sadly disappointing. The worst of the two was from the son of a pastor a few towns over. Not only was he terrible at kissing, but he also pawed at me.

Just thinking about it now caused a little shiver to run through me, and not the good kind of shiver.

Obviously, I’d never kissed Lucas. Yet somehow, I knew beyond a doubt he was good at it. I recalled the flare of heat I saw in his eyes and how my skin prickled with awareness. He was nowhere near me, yet his presence was so potent the mere memory of it managed to send my pulse skittering.

“Hey, Valentina!” Dani Love called from the kitchen.

With a start, I realized I’d been wiping the same table for several minutes. Looking over my shoulder, I saw Dani standing in the doorway at the back of the restaurant. She gave me a little wave.

“Be right there,” I called in return as I hurried to straighten the salt and pepper shakers and folded a new set of cloth napkins for the table. By the time I turned back, Dani was out of sight, and the only evidence she’d even been there was the swinging door.

The lodge restaurant occupied roughly half of the ground level of an old barn at Stolen Hearts. Needless to say, it had been renovated to within an inch of its life. Wide plank hardwood flooring ran the length of the restaurant with the windows offering a view of Stolen Hearts Valley. The sun was still high in the sky this afternoon.

Smack in the middle of August, it was so hot I could see the heat shimmering in the air outside. It was air-conditioned in here, and I actually sent up a true prayer of thanks to God for it.

I couldn’t even contemplate what summers had been like before air conditioning. If you’ve never been to the South in the summer, you have no idea how damn hot it can get. It’s fry-an-egg-on-the-pavement hot.

Twenty full-time staff worked here, and the ranch could house up to forty guests total, so we stayed busy. After spending most of my life yearning to get out of the Blue Ridge Mountains, I found it only took being an hour away from my hometown to relax. I’d learned it wasn’t the Blue Ridge Mountains specifically that I wanted to escape, but rather the tidy, circumscribed life created by my parents.

Weaving my way around the tables, I headed to see what Dani wanted. With glossy wide plank flooring and square wooden tables, I supposed this décor was considered country chic. I didn’t know what else to call it. There was a bar running along the back, and I didn’t mind helping myself to it at the end of a long day.

The usual cacophony of noise came at me. The line cooks joked around as they rapidly assembled orders, and another waitress hurried by me with a tray. I gave a wave to the cooks before pushing through another door into the other part of the kitchen. I tended to think of this space as Dani’s domain. She was the chef and managed the restaurant.

“Hey, Dani, did you need something?” I asked as I approached her.

She was standing in front of a stainless steel table, staring down at a ball of dough. She glanced up, brushing a stray brown curl away from her forehead with the back of her wrist. “Oh yes, I was hoping you could help me inventory this order we just got in.”

“Of course,” I replied as I paused beside her. “I don’t imagine the order is that ball of dough.”

Dani’s green eyes brightened with her smile. “Uh, no. The yeast is off in this batch. I thought maybe if I stared hard enough, it would magically rise.” With a shrug, she rolled the dough to the end of the table.

Dusting her floured hands on her apron, she nudged her chin to the side. “Come on back here.”

Dani was short, like me, and curvy. Her hips swayed as she walked swiftly across the kitchen to a stack of boxes outside the pantry.

“I can take care of this if you need me to. I’ve gotten pretty used to the system with this,” I offered.

“I know you can, but I need something to distract me. I’ve been making bread all day, and I could use a change of pace.”

Just then, Evie Blair came in from the outside, most likely arriving for the dinner shift. She had her straight dark hair pulled back into a ponytail that swung back and forth as she hurried toward us.

“Hey,” she said, pausing beside us. “It’s hot as hell outside. You been out since this morning?”

Dani shook her head with a grin. “Hell no. It’s fucking hot out there. I am a slave to the A/C in the summer.”

Meeting Evie’s blue gaze, I nodded in agreement. “I’m on Team A/C too.”

“Want to get started helping us inventory this order?” Dani asked.

“Sure thing,” Evie replied as she hung her purse on a row of hooks by the pantry.

The three of us surveyed the boxes and quickly divided them up. Once we got going, I mostly listened as they chatted. I felt like I hit the jackpot with my first real job—decent pay, a place to live away from home, and really nice people to work with.

Evie rolled her eyes at some comment Dani made about Wade. I might not be an expert in romance, but it was clear as day those two had a thing for each other and probably some history. They were always bickering.

Evie caught my eye and winked. “How much you wanna bet someday Dani’s going to have to admit she actually likes Wade?”

I slid my gaze sideways to find Dani glaring at Evie. I shrugged. “A hundred bucks?”

Dani jabbed me with her elbow. “Really? You’re going to give me crap too?”

Glancing her way, I shrugged again. “I might not have been here too long, but it’s kind of obvious you like each other.”

Dani rolled her eyes and huffed. “Change of subject please. Let’s bet on something else.”

“How about Lucas getting over himself and actually being a nice guy for once?” Evie offered. “He changed my flat tire for me this morning. He hardly said a word, but I took it as a win.”

My ears perked up at that. While everyone seemed friendly with Lucas, I thought perhaps I was the only one he was quiet and broody around.

Dani finished emptying a box of canned olives and rested a hand on her hip as she turned to look at Evie. “Now, you give Lucas a break. He’s on the quiet side, but he’s never an asshole. He’s just all business.” She paused, looking from me to Evie. “Things have not been easy for him the past few years. He’s a single father. Rylie’s mother died when she was only a year old. Then he found out after the fact his wife had been having an affair with one of his friends. That man can be as quiet as he wants.”

“Oh! That’s terrible,” I said, staring at Dani. “Really?”

Dani nodded slowly, leaning down to open a box filled with jars of artichokes. “Yup, it’s awful, and that’s what happened.” She straightened, and her shoulders rose and fell with a sigh. “Melissa did a number on him.”

“I can’t even believe it. I mean, he’s totally hot,” Evie chimed in.

Dani’s gaze swung to Evie again, her eyes narrowing as she slid two jars onto a shelf. “For God’s sake, don’t you get hot for Lucas. It’s enough to deal with you and Dawson.”

Evie’s eyes widened. “I am not interested in Lucas, or Dawson, for that matter. But you would have to truly be blind not to notice Lucas is handsome as all get-out.”

Evie glanced at me, and I felt my cheeks heat. Suddenly, they were both looking my way. “What?” I blurted out.

“I dunno,” Evie said. “But your cheeks are all red. Do you have a thing for Lucas?”

Dani bit her lip, fighting a smile.

“No. I do not,” I lied. “Just like you, I might have noticed he’s handsome. That’s all. Y’all know my life. When it comes to men, I get embarrassed about anything.”

I so, so wanted to tell them about the disaster with the vibrator, but I couldn’t bring myself to. At that moment, conveniently, one of the line cooks called for Dani just as the hostess called back to let us know we had a new table to cover. Evie volunteered to take it, seeing as my shift was almost over.

Dani hurried off to take a call, leaving me alone to finish doing the inventory and unpacking the supplies. All the while, I couldn’t forget Lucas’s last comment.

“Well, if you decide you need a man to help you in these matters, let me know.”

I wondered just what he meant by it, and whether I could scramble up the nerve to ask.

*     *     *

Kicking the sheets loose from my feet, I rolled over in bed with a sigh. I was chasing sleep to no avail. When I opened my eyes, a sliver of moonlight falling at an angle through the window beside my bed illuminated the room. The sheets were damp and stuck to my skin. Shimmying my hips, I loosened the cotton twisted around my waist and lifted it, letting the air gust across my body as the sheet drifted back down.

My nipples were tight, and the sensation of the thin cotton on my skin abraded them. My mind spun to Lucas.

He was the reason I was hot and sweaty and grasping for sleep that wouldn’t come. To be fair, it was me obsessing over him that was at fault. A sigh slipped from my lips, and my belly clenched at the memory of his intense gaze on me. I shifted my legs restlessly. Before I thought about it, I was reaching between my thighs and teasing into the slick heat there.

I might not be able to have Lucas, but that didn’t stop me from fantasizing about him. My climax came quickly, and blessedly, sleep finally claimed me in the aftermath.


Chapter Five


Lucas

I stood in the shower, leaning my hands against the tile and savoring the feel of the hot water beating down over me. Considering I’d been covered in sweat and dirt when I walked in here and hot as could be, I couldn’t believe how much I was enjoying the hot shower. I started it out cold, though, to knock the sticky heat off.

Today had been insanely busy. Just the way I liked it. It had started out with a call to an accident on a narrow mountain road. After that, I spun into the lodge and picked up a guided hike. I led a group of college kids on an eight-mile hike up and down the mountain today. One woman spent half the time flirting with me, and even though she was beautiful, I couldn’t have cared less.

I’d barely spared much more than a passing thought about women ever since Melissa died. She’d soured me on the idea of love. Being a single father, I found I didn’t have much time for women, and when I did, I kept it casual. As the steaming water beat down on my sore muscles, Valentina danced through my thoughts.

Valentina should have given me pause. She screamed innocent in some ways, yet in others, she seemed too wise for her years. Her innocence drew me in, and it shouldn’t. Hell no.

Try as I might, I could not forget what happened last week. Not for a second. As usual, I’d been so damn busy I could hardly keep my head up. But she’d been occupying a corner room in my thoughts so thoroughly it was like she had moved into my brain.

Virgin. Valentina was a fucking virgin. Somehow, I could not stop thinking about that. Or how she ran her mouth about how she ended up with that vibrator. I couldn’t help but wonder if she’d taken it for a test run.

Just thinking about that caused my cock to swell. Fuck. Pushing away from the wall, I swiftly turned the knob to cold water. Problem solved. I was in the shared showers for the guys at the lodge. Although I didn’t live here as some staff did, all of us were allowed to use any of the facilities.

I intended to grab a bite of dinner here before heading out. I preferred to shower here before I went home, if only because the minute I walked through the door, Rylie would latch on to my side.

I quickly toweled dry and dressed in clean jeans and a T-shirt. Grabbing my bag, I strolled down the hallway toward the staff kitchen. When I entered, Dani was busy at the stove. Meanwhile, Jackson, Shay, Dawson, Walker, and Grace were sitting at the massive table in the back of the kitchen.

Dropping my bag on the floor by the door, I paused by Dani’s side. “Need me to carry anything over?”

She glanced up with a smile as she turned a burner off. “No, thank you. You go sit down. Food’s already on the table.” I started to turn, but her voice pulled me back. “Actually, on second thought, grab some beer and wine. I know you won’t drink any since you’re driving home, but the rest of us will.”

Striding to the industrial-size stainless steel refrigerator, I snagged a six-pack of beer and grabbed a bottle of wine as I passed by the rack. As I approached the table, I glanced up, my eyes immediately landing on Valentina’s dark red curls. She must’ve come in through the back.

It felt as if a bolt of lightning struck my body. Fuck me. I shouldn’t want her the way I did, but there was no denying how badly I wanted her. My entire body tightened in anticipation, a hum of electricity zinging through me.

I scanned the large picnic table with enough space for ten or more. I never knew the cluster of staff I would find here. Sometimes it was just a few, and other times it was a full house.

In the few moments since I had entered, the table had filled up. Dani beat me there with another platter, sliding her hips down on the last seat at one end, leaving me with only one choice of where to sit. Right beside Valentina.

Ignoring my body’s response to her, I strode to the table, setting the beer and wine in the middle before slipping onto the end of the bench seat. Voices were crossing over each other as everyone talked. Valentina replied to something Grace said and laughed at a joke from Dawson.

If my state around her wasn’t ridiculous enough already, a flash of possessiveness surged inside. Dawson was a good guy and a friend, but he was a consummate flirt. Him teasing Valentina was par for the course, as it was with every woman he had a chance to tease.

Case in point, Dawson glanced over at Shay, the new love of Jackson’s life, and then at his boss and winked shamelessly. “Shay keeping you in line?” Dawson teased.

Jackson simply shook his head and chuckled, his arm resting over Shay’s shoulders. I imagine he intended to eat with one hand. That man was whipped. Good thing Shay so clearly adored him.

I reached for the pitcher of water in the center of the table, my arm brushing Valentina’s elbow as I did. She glanced my way, her stunning blue eyes colliding with mine.

“Oh! I didn’t realize that was you, Lucas,” Valentina said, a blush cresting on her cheekbones.

“I just sat down,” I replied, stating the obvious, as I was wont to do when I felt off balance.

I didn’t get nervous often. In fact, I could probably count on one hand the number of times I’d actively experienced nervousness. Yet Valentina appeared to have the unique ability to set my nerves to sparking.

“Of course you just sat down,” she replied, her lips curling into a slight smile.

My eyes snagged on that little dimple in her bottom lip, and my cock twitched. Cut that shit out, I mentally ordered.

“How are you?” I asked, looking away to fill my water glass.

“I’m quite fine. How are you?”

Before I had a chance to reply, Dani nudged my hand from across the table with a platter. “Lasagna?” she asked.

Glancing up, I smiled. It was hard not to smile at Dani. I’d known her forever, and she was good people. “Is there anything I don’t want if you’re cooking?” I asked as I took the platter from her and served myself.

Dani chuckled. “I don’t think so although you’re not a fan of the vegetarian options.”

I laughed softly. “I like vegetables fine, just not all by themselves.”

Another comment from someone drew Dani’s attention away. “I’ll take some lasagna,” Valentina offered.

“How much?”

Nothing was unusual about me serving whoever happened to be sitting beside me. We all did. It was a casual dinner among friends.

Yet everything felt loaded with Valentina now. Between every sentence, I remembered she was a virgin and how she thought it was something she needed to deal with. I couldn’t imagine any other man having any part of that, which was crazy thinking on my part.

“How much?” I pressed.

“About half of what you got. Lord knows, you boys eat so much I don’t even know how you manage it.”

Dawson, of course, just had to chime in. “Darlin’, we can manage more than that.”

Dani sent him a pointed look. “You be nice to Valentina.”

“What did I say that wasn’t nice?” Dawson protested.

“You are always teasing, and sometimes it’s a bit much.”

Dawson rolled his eyes. Meanwhile, after I served Valentina, I passed the platter over to Dawson who was already teasing someone else.

I ate quickly, trying not to notice Valentina’s subtle citrusy smell. I wanted to wrap my hand in her red hair and kiss her senseless.

These were thoughts I shouldn’t be having. I glanced up at the clock on the wall behind the table as I was mopping up the last of the lasagna on my plate with some garlic bread. “I gotta roll,” I said after my last bite.

Standing, I couldn’t resist one last look at Valentina. She glanced up. “Good night, Lucas,” she said.

Of course, my eyes just had to dip down and notice the hint of her cleavage in the V-neck T-shirt she wore. Sweet Jesus, the last thing I needed to notice was that tease of navy blue lace along the curve of her breast.


Chapter Six


Valentina

“Mom, you don’t need to worry. I’m doing great,” I said into the phone.

“Hon, it sure sounds like you are, but let me worry. You’re my first child to move away from home,” she replied.

I bit back a sigh. Her point was completely accurate, but the urge to shake free of her worries was fierce sometimes.

“I’ll let you worry, Mom. Just do me a favor and try to have faith I’ll be fine.”

Her laughter rang in my ear. “Oh, you are good! Of course I have faith in you.” She paused, her voice muffling to say something to someone else. “Sorry about that. I’ve gotta go. You call me next week, okay?”

“I always do, Mom. Love you.”

Hanging up, I smiled. Much as I’d worried my parents would pressure me more to move back home, they’d gracefully accepted my choice to take this job. If that meant I needed to listen to my mother worry when we talked every week, then I could deal with it.

With a mental shake, I returned my attention to work. Staring at the spreadsheet in front of me, I let my breath out slowly. Numbers calmed me. I loved numbers and spreadsheets, really anything that helped me feel organized.

I settled in to spend the morning reconciling the accounts for last month. Roughly an hour later, a soft knock sounded on my door. Glancing up, I saw Shay Martin smiling at me.

I removed my glasses and set them on the desk. “Hey, how’s it going?”

Shay stepped into my office—I still couldn’t believe I had my own office sometimes—and slipped into the chair across from my desk. “Good. I was just thinking I am so freaking glad Jackson thought it was a good idea to have you help with the accounting. It’s only been two months, and I can’t even put into words how much less stressed I am now.”

From what I understood, Shay had largely taken over the business end of things around here. Stolen Hearts Lodge used to work with an accountant based out of Asheville, but when I had applied for the job here and they learned I had handled the accounting for my parents’ church and retreat organization for the past few years, Shay promptly told Jackson they needed me for more than basic bookkeeping and waitressing.

My smile stretched as I looked at Shay. She couldn’t know how much it meant for me to have this job. It was just a job, but it was so much more for me.

“Well, I love it, so I’m glad that it helps you out. I don’t even know how you do everything you do,” I added.

She shrugged lightly. “I like to be busy. Plus, I love the animals.”

I’d pieced together since I’d started here that she and Jackson were a fairly new couple. It was plain as day that Jackson was head over heels in love with Shay, and she returned the feeling. I hoped if I ever got a chance like that, I would find a man who loved me as much as Jackson loved her.

“Speaking of things to do, I keep meaning to take you with me when I feed the animals. That way, you can be my backup if I’m busy. Actually, Jackson and I will be gone for a couple of days next week, so I was hoping you wouldn’t mind handling that.”

“Of course not. Anything to spoil Gloria and Squeaky is fun for me.”

I was referring to a giant pig and a mini pig, respectively. They were two rescue pigs who had become permanent residents at the lodge. With Gloria a few hundred pounds larger than Squeaky, they made a cute pair.

“What time?” I asked as I glanced down and hit save on my spreadsheet.

“Not until this evening. That’s the only way for you to get to see everything. Are you on shift tonight at the restaurant?” Shay asked as she reached up and tightened the elastic on her ponytail. She was beautiful with dark blond hair and green eyes. I was slowly getting to know her even though I hadn’t had a ton of girlfriends growing up.

My parents’ unique combination of being devout and hippie dippy meant they didn’t fit in many circles. With me being homeschooled, I didn’t have many opportunities to make friends my age.

“Tonight’s perfect. I’m not on duty at the restaurant.”

“Great. Will you still be here around five?”

“I’ll be here all day. I’m reconciling the accounts for last month. I like to do it all in one chunk so I don’t lose track,” I explained.

She grinned. “Awesome. I’ll come get you when it’s time. I’m across the hall if you need anything. Jackson has appointments in the vet clinic all day, so you might want to close your door. You know it can get a little noisy with the animals coming in and out.”

“You got it. I’m gonna refill my coffee,” I said as I stood from my desk.

“Oh good, I need some too. Let’s make a fresh pot. Knowing Jackson, he’s already drained the last pot.”

I followed Shay down the hall. When I had started working here, they reorganized the layout of the offices. My office used to be an old exam room for the vet clinic. It was tiny, but I adored it. In the corner of the renovated upper floor of the barn, it was a perfectly square room with cream painted walls and a window that looked out over the Blue Ridge Mountains. They had also converted a storage space into another exam room and expanded the space in the front of the clinic.

Jackson saw patients or, rather, pets on the days he worked in the clinic. I didn’t know how he managed it all. Between being a first responder for Stolen Hearts Valley Emergency Response, running the lodge and rescue program, and managing his part-time veterinary clinic, he was beyond busy.

He had a lot of help, though. Shay worked double duty, handling most of the administrative stuff for the clinic, lodge, and rescue program. Wade and Lucas helped Jackson with the renovations over here. I didn’t even know how they fit all that in between everything else, but they completed them within just a few weeks. Shay was now looking to hire a vet tech to help Jackson.

We walked together into the front where we had a counter at the back that held a coffeemaker, a teapot, and a microwave. Jackson’s voice carried to us as he walked out with an owner and their pet.

“I think she’ll be just fine,” he said.

“Are you sure, Jackson?” a female voice asked in return with a most definite flirtatious tone to it.

When Shay caught my eyes, she rolled hers in return. I had noticed that many pet owners enjoyed flirting with Jackson. Shay was a good sport about it, but then it was beyond obvious that Jackson completely adored her.

I started prepping the coffee as Shay waited by the register. When Jackson came into view, he glanced over at Shay and winked. The pet owner in question was a pretty woman with short dark hair and dark eyes to match. She had an athletic, energetic vibe to her and held a tiny Chihuahua in her arms.

Jackson stepped around the back of the counter and leaned over to press a kiss against Shay’s cheek. “Ellen doesn’t owe us anything. It was just a follow-up from the surgery last week.”

“Oh, great. Let me give you the printout so you have it for your records,” Shay replied, smiling over at Ellen.

Ellen’s eyes bounced back and forth between Shay and Jackson, and I could see a flicker of disappointment in her gaze. Jackson was generally oblivious to the women who flirted with him and likely didn’t even kiss Shay to make a point. It was just that whenever he saw Shay, he had to put his hands on her. Of that, I was certain.

Jackson turned around just as I tapped the start button on the coffeemaker, resting his hips against the counter. “There’ll be enough for me, right?” he asked with a smile.

“I should hope so,” I replied.

Jackson was a handsome man with shaggy brown hair and blue eyes. As I looked at him, I idly wondered how come my body didn’t spin like a top around him or, frankly, most of the other men who worked here. Seeing as they were a combination of first responders and adventure guides, they were all fit and rugged, yet Lucas was the only one who got me hot and bothered.

I bit my lip, my cheeks getting warm just thinking about him. With his passing comment that I should let him know if I wanted a man to help with those matters, I couldn’t stop thinking about whether he really meant it. I didn’t need to remember how I’d finally done a test run with my shiny new vibrator with him in mind.

My mind went right there. A vivid recollection of Lucas’s rich green gaze, the feel of his muscular body against mine when I’d impulsively hugged him—that was all it had taken to send my thoughts strolling into a fantasy the other night. My fingers teasing my slick folds had been Lucas’s in my imagination, and my magic pink vibrator had been him stretching me. My climax rolled through me so rapidly it had taken me by surprise.

When Shay turned back to face us as the owner and her Chihuahua left, just recalling those moments of intense fantasy left me so flustered that I had to busy myself by needlessly wiping the counter around the coffeemaker. After pouring coffees for all of us, Shay tugged me into a conversation with Jackson about the shelter rescue, promptly getting my mind off Lucas.

“I promise, the horses are easy,” Jackson assured me. “They might be big, but they’re creatures of habit.”

“They all seem nice enough when I stop and pet them. It’s just I’ve never fed them. That easy, huh?”

“If you’re worried, I can ask …” Jackson began.

At that moment, the door opened, drawing the attention of all three of us. I expected to see any number of pets coming in with an owner. Instead, Lucas stepped through the door with an absolutely adorable little girl in his arms.

Without question, I knew she was his daughter. And, oh my God, was she ever cute. Her features were softer than his, and her hair was curly to his mostly straight, but she was the spitting image of her father with black hair and bright green eyes. I’d never seen Lucas over here except when he helped with the renovations. Jackson and Shay looked just as surprised as me.

“Hey Lucas,” Shay said with a smile. “What brings you over here?” She rounded the counter, heading straight for him and plucking his daughter from his arms. “And you, sweet Rylie, what are you doing here? It’s my lucky day.”

Shay nuzzled Rylie’s cheek as Rylie giggled, putting her small arms around Shay’s neck and planting a noisy kiss on her cheek.

Lucas watched them for a beat before answering Shay’s question. “I’m in a bit of a bind. I’m on call for the team, and my sister’s sick today. My mom is also tied up at a doctor’s appointment. I wouldn’t …”

His words tapered off as Shay nodded firmly. “We’ve got Rylie. You go do what you need to do.”

The lines of tension eased on his face. “Well, it’s either that, or Jackson covers for me on duty through tonight. I don’t want to impose.”

Shay glanced at me. “I’m sure Valentina and I can handle Rylie.”

“Of course we can,” I heard myself saying. “We’ll have fun.”

Lucas just now seemed to notice me. His eyes widened slightly when they met mine.

Jackson glanced back and forth between us and then back at Lucas. “Normally, I’d cover for you, but today’s a clinic day, and I’m booked solid. You know Rylie’s in good hands.”

Rylie giggled as she spun one of her curls around her finger.

“Come meet my friend, Valentina,” Shay said as she turned and walked over to me.

I set my coffee down and leaned forward. “Hi. I don’t think we’ve met. Tell me your name.”

“Rylie!” she said as if making an announcement to the universe.

I held out my hand, and Rylie squeezed it in hers. “Nice to meet you. I’m Valentina.”

“Valentine,” Rylie said with a nod, her curls bouncing.

Lucas had followed Shay over. “You mind being called Valentine?” he asked, his gaze sliding sideways to mine.

I tried to tell my body to behave, but it was having none of that. Heat bloomed from my chest outward, and my belly did a little flip. I was quite certain Lucas wasn’t being the least bit flirtatious. It was just that he had that effect on me.

“Not at all,” I replied, hoping my voice didn’t sound as breathy as it felt.

“Shay’s helped out in a pinch before. You had much experience with kids?” he asked.

“More than enough. I used to babysit all the time for my little sister and helped run the daycare at my parents’ church for the kids who were too young for Bible study.”

“What’s Bible study?” Rylie asked as Shay lowered her to the floor.

“It’s where people talk about a big book,” I explained.

Lucas’s low chuckle sent a shiver over my skin. “Excellent description,” he countered, his tone deadpan.

“If you got a call, I’m guessing you’re in a hurry,” Shay chimed in.

“Always,” Lucas said, his eyes bouncing to her. “Hang on, let me grab her snacks from the car. I was in such a hurry I didn’t even get those on the way in.”

“I’ll follow you out,” I heard myself offering.

Seeing as Rylie was clearly comfortable with Shay, I figured it was best if I helped out on this end. Lucas’s long stride ate up the distance from the clinic to his truck while I hurried behind him.

“You sure you don’t mind?” he tossed over his shoulder as he stopped beside the vehicle.

“Of course not. I love kids.”

His truck was black and sleek. The outside fit his personality. The inside was another matter. In the back seat, the booster seat and just about everything else was pink.

“I’m guessing your daughter likes pink,” I offered as Lucas leaned in and curled his hand around the handles of a pink bag.

He turned back, a half grin kicking up one side of his mouth. “She loves pink. Though she’s a tomboy, and most of her toys are trucks.”

He handed me the bag. “There’s a lunch in there and some snacks. I gotta run.”

“Of course you do,” I replied as I reached for the bag, my hand brushing his. A hot zing spiraled up my arm from that brief contact.

Lucas held my gaze for a long moment, and my insides went molten.

“Thank you.” He paused and pulled out his phone. “Give me your number, so I can text when I’m on my way back.”

I recited it quickly, and he tapped it into his phone. In a second, I felt a vibration in my pocket where my phone was.

“Just confirming,” he said.

I pulled it out and showed him the text. “That you?”

“Absolutely. Seriously, thanks.” At that, he hopped in his truck.

I watched as he drove away.


Chapter Seven


Valentina

“So,” Shay said as she paused with a hand on her hip, “this is where all the food is. At least for the horses. We keep treats for basically every creature here as well.”

We were in the tack room. It was a large, square room with windows high on the wall. Since the barn was built halfway into the hill, on this lower floor, the storage rooms along the back wall had windows at the top. There was a hallway and two rows of stalls on the other side.

“Got it.” Rylie had wandered over and was investigating the bins. We had a fun day with her, taking turns keeping her entertained, and then when she got tired this afternoon, she napped in one of the comfy chairs in Shay’s office. “I’m guessing I should stock up on treats before anything else?” I asked, glancing at Shay.

“Oh yeah,” Shay replied.

“Want to carry some treats?” I asked Rylie.

She nodded vigorously, her black curls bouncing with the motion.

Shay flicked open the lids on some of the bins mounted against the wall. “There’s dried fruit for Gloria …”

“The pig!” Rylie exclaimed.

She laughed softly. “Yes, the big pig. It’s dog bones for the dogs, and grain treats for everyone else.”

Shay snagged a handful of everything, filling her pockets and putting some in the small pockets of Rylie’s lightweight jacket.

All in all, it took about an hour between feeding the horses and crossing the pasture to the other barn where the rest of the rescues stayed. Gloria and Squeaky kept us company. Gloria was a friendly sort and made snuffling noises to Rylie’s delight when she fed her a piece of sliced apple. Squeaky was just as affectionate and lived up to her name with squeaks.

After we returned to the clinic, I began to wonder when we would hear from Lucas. Apparently, the team had responded to an accident in a remote area. The winding roads of the Blue Ridge Mountains could be a challenge under good circumstances, and in some areas, they were dicey.

Shay and I were chatting in my office after I had finished reconciling the accounts, enjoying a late cup of coffee while Rylie played with toy horses and shredded paper on the floor. The shredded paper was a great option for hay in her imaginary barn.

“Jackson thinks we can add another barn for additional space for the rescue program. We have the land, but my concern is the time. With you here helping with the accounts …” Shay stopped talking when the emergency buzzer rang from the main entrance.

Jackson was finishing up with his last appointment, and we had locked up just a few minutes ago.

“I’ll go see who it is,” Shay said, standing and hurrying down the hallway.

Moments later, she leaned around the door. “We have an emergency, so I’m going to help Jackson. Do you mind staying with Rylie until we hear from Lucas?”

“Of course not,” I replied quickly.

With a quick nod, she hurried away. I glanced over at Rylie who was cantering the horse in her hand through the paper hay. I left my coffee on the table and sat down beside her on the floor. “Want to race?” I asked, lifting another one of the toy horses.

Rylie grinned up at me. We settled into a silly game of racing. Roughly a half an hour passed, and Rylie had moved on to playing a card game on her own. I realized I hadn’t heard a thing from Shay or Jackson down the hallway. Glancing at the clock, I saw it was about time for her evening snack, which consisted of a half a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and apple slices.

While she ate, I checked to discover Jackson was handling emergency surgery for a dog who’d been hit by a car. Shay was running interference with the distraught mother and child who brought the dog in. I assured Shay I would stay with Rylie until we heard from Lucas.

With darkness falling, it was no surprise when Rylie nodded off into another nap. By the time Lucas texted to say he was on his way back, she was sound asleep. I replied to ask him to text me when he got to the parking lot. It wasn’t much later he responded.

I’m here, Valentine.

I didn’t know if his text had autocorrected to Valentine, but it made me smile. Rylie was groggy when I woke her, but she followed along easily. I had wisely packed up everything beforehand.

With her hand warm in mine, and the bag hooked over my elbow, I left through the side door at the end of the hallway rather than interrupting the family waiting in the front area. It was dusk, the sky slipping from silvery gray into navy. The light was smudgy with the lavender and pink streaks the sun left behind bleeding into the sky as night claimed it.

Lucas climbed out of his truck when he saw me. When I looked up across the parking lot, my heart gave a resounding thud, and my pulse took off at an unsteady gallop. When I stopped in front of him, Lucas’s eyes went to Rylie first, his lips curling with a slight smile. My pulse kept on running.

He ruffled her hair. “Hey there, let’s get you in the truck.”

Rylie released my hand as he opened the back door of his four-door truck. He lifted her smoothly when her foot slipped as she climbed in. He deftly buckled her into the booster seat and took her bag from me, tucking it into the front before quietly closing the door. Glancing through the window, I saw her eyes had already fallen closed again.

Only then did he turn, leaning his hip against the truck. His green eyes stood out in the gloaming. “Figured she’d be tired. Thanks again. That took longer than I thought,” he said, his voice low. “How was she?”

“She was fine. No problems at all. It was a busy afternoon, so I’m not surprised she’s tired. We took her with us to feed the animals.”

Lucas’s mouth kicked up just barely at one corner, and my belly promptly executed a flip. My mind skidded back to the afternoon last week, and my cheeks got hot while my thoughts went off in a rather inappropriate direction.

“I bet she loved that.” Lucas’s voice broke into my runaway train of thought.

I mentally snapped the reins on my willful mind. Lucas’s gaze slid sideways into the back of his truck. I could barely make out Rylie with her head tilted back as she slept.

I was suddenly envious of her ability to sleep so well. I hadn’t been sleeping well. In fact, my nights were restless with tangled, sweaty dreams usually involving Lucas.

Glancing back at him, I found his gaze on me. I didn’t quite know how he pulled the trick off. All he had to do was look at me, and my belly felt funny, and a restless feeling stole through me.

It didn’t help matters that his presence was so potent. His eyes flicked into the truck windows again.

The lingering humidity in the air only amped up the heat building inside. Lucas turned back, catching me staring at him. His lips curled into a smile again. My body knew this smile was nothing like the one he had when I mentioned we took her to feed the animals.

My pulse, which had barely slowed down, took off into the stratosphere, humming along so fast, I could hardly catch my breath. Lucas cocked his head to the side, his gaze considering.

“So tell me, how are you?”

I was relieved for the smudgy light of dusk and hoped like hell he couldn’t see just how flushed I was. I shrugged, striving for nonchalance. “Just fine.”

He leaned forward slightly, closing the distance between us and peering into my face. “Fine? I’m never sure what fine means.”

I narrowed my eyes and glared at him. “It just means I’m fine.”

I couldn’t say why his simple question felt loaded, nor why I glared at him. My skin felt itchy with pinwheels of sensation pricking it all over.

Some people might say I had led a sheltered life, and I had. Sheltered or not, I was quite certain having a man you kind of had a crush on accidentally get your package with a vibrator in it did not fall under something that happened to many people. I didn’t know how to do regular conversation after that.

I stayed quiet. Frankly, I didn’t know what to do other than laugh at the ridiculousness of the situation.

What I said next surprised the hell out of me. “I’m sorry about last week,” I blurted out.

Lucas straightened, his gaze never breaking from mine. “Sorry for what?”

I shrugged. Gah! None of this made sense. “It was just kind of, well, embarrassing, and now it’s all awkward, and I hate that.”

“You don’t need to apologize. There’s also no need—” He paused and gave his head a shake. “You know, you’re so beautiful I can’t think straight.”

His words shocked the hell out of me, even more so coming at me sideways like that. “No shit?” I couldn’t believe he thought I was beautiful.

When I reflexively slapped my hand over my mouth, Lucas graced me with another one of his smiles. This time, my belly did several flips as if in celebration.

“No shit,” he said dryly.

In the category of shocking the hell out of me and turning my world upside down, he then reached out to catch one of my hands in his. Before I registered what was happening, he reeled me close to him. I thought he was potent before, but the moment I was standing immediately in front of him, I was almost on fire.

“I’ve been thinking again …” He paused as if to gather his thoughts.

Because I was me, and my mouth just wouldn’t quit when I was anxious, I jumped in. “About what? Because I’ve been thinking too. I think it would be a great idea for you to tell me what you meant when you said if I needed any help to let you know. Because I need some help. In fact, I think you’re just the man to help me.”

His gaze was on me, practically searing. I wasn’t sure how to read what I saw there. It might be desire, but I wasn’t so sure I could trust my body. It had gone haywire with butterflies spinning in mad circles in my belly, my pulse skittering out of control, and my sex clenching. God, I just wanted to touch him all over. He was downright yummy.

His mouth barely hitched at one corner. “Maybe you … I’m not saying you should wait for me. I’m just saying …” His words ran out.

For once in my life, I didn’t step in to fill the silence. I felt as if I were leaning over the edge of a cliff waiting for him to finish whatever he was going to say.

“I guess what I meant to say is you deserve the real deal.”

My nose itched like it did whenever I got nervous. I lifted a hand, rubbing my nose vigorously with my knuckles. Lucas stayed quiet, but I could sense he was waiting for me.

“I think that’s a great idea. When?”

“Damn, darlin’, you just get right to the point, don’t you?”

“Yes. I don’t see any sense in beating around the bush.”

“I guess I’ll never have to worry about you not making it clear what you mean,” he said, almost as if to himself. “Rylie’s spending next weekend with her grandparents. I’ll be here for the weekend because Jackson will be gone.”

Just to be sure, I asked, “So next weekend, then?”

“Maybe. We’ll take it one step at a time.”

Then he went and shocked the hell out of me all over again.

“Starting right now,” he said so softly I leaned forward to hear him.

Conveniently, he was leaning down, his hand sliding into my hair just before he brought his mouth to mine. Like I said, I’d been kissed before. But sweet Jesus, I had never been kissed like this.

His lips brushed over mine softly. I sighed at the feel of his fingers lacing into my hair, sending tingles racing down my spine. I thought he said my name, but I couldn’t hear over the rush of blood in my ears. When his tongue swiped across the seam of my lips, I pretty much threw myself at him, climbing him like a tree as I wound my arms around his neck.

He made a sound, almost pained, and palmed my bottom with his other hand. I definitely noticed the hard ridge of his arousal against my belly, and it only sent me spinning higher inside. On a gasp, his tongue swept into my mouth, gliding sensually against mine.

I lost track of everything—everything but the feel of Lucas, his strong hold, and his mouth working over mine. Just as I was on the verge of melting, he eased me down, murmuring my name softly as he drew away.

I heard the soft sound of protest coming from my throat and had to bite my tongue to keep from pleading with him not to stop. His eyes met mine in the almost darkness.

“Trust me, I don’t want to stop, darlin’. But I have a sleeping girl in the truck, and I need to get her home.”

I had been so thrown into the moment I had entirely forgotten about Rylie sound asleep in the back seat of his truck. Whatever he saw on my face must’ve translated to mortification because he leaned forward and pressed his lips to mine in a quick kiss.

“I’ll see you before next weekend. You can count on that.”


Chapter Eight


Lucas

“Well, what do you think?” Dani asked.

I leaned across the table, eyeballing the schedule she was working on. Dani was a total fan of color-coding everything. My color was green. According to Dani, this was because it matched my eyes.

It did, technically speaking. Yet I found it amusing that was how she color-coded. I remained puzzled as to how she managed the colors. Dawson had been given purple, which I guess was a variant of his gray eyes.

Dani cleared her throat, flipping a pencil back and forth between her fingers.

“That’ll work,” I finally replied.

“So you’ll take care of three of the hikes that weekend. That’s going to be okay?”

“Sure is. Rylie’s grandparents have her for four days, so I’ll stay out here to save myself the bother of running home every night,” I explained.

Dani pushed one of her brown curls behind her ear and smiled. “Perfect. How is Miss Rylie?”

“She’s good. But she’s always good,” I replied with a smile. If there was one thing in the world guaranteed to make me smile, it was my daughter.

“And how are you?” Dani asked next.

“Right as rain.”

Dani began flipping that pencil back and forth again, cocking her head to the side and casting me a considering gaze. “Are you really, Lucas? As far as I can tell, all you do is work. Well, that and be an amazing father to Rylie.”

I’d known Dani for years and considered her a friend. Her only negative qualities were her nosiness and her shameless tendency to be pushy.

“I think that’s more than enough,” I said with a roll of my eyes as I pushed away from the table in her office and stood.

At that moment, there was a soft knock on the open door. Glancing over my shoulder, I found Valentina standing there. Her glorious dark red hair was pulled up in a ponytail, but that did barely anything to tame it. Her curls went every which way. One had fallen loose to dangle down the side of her cheek. I wanted to reach out and catch it and pull her to me.

The mere sight of her was a shock to my system—a hard, electric jolt—and a tightening followed.

“Oh, am I interrupting?” Valentina asked quickly. “I knocked before I realized you were in here.”

“I didn’t close the door, and it’s impossible for me to care about interruptions,” Dani said with a laugh as she waved Valentina into her office.

Valentina’s eyes flicked to me. I didn’t miss the subtle flush that crested her cheeks. As I looked at her—because I couldn’t not look at her—I became acutely aware of the dusting of freckles sprinkled across her nose and cheeks and wondered if she had freckles everywhere.

I’d just about convinced myself I lost my fucking mind the other night when I kissed her. Even crazier when I proposed whatever the hell it was I proposed for this weekend. But I couldn’t forget it, not the feel of her inviting lips under mine nor the press of her breasts against my chest. It didn’t matter if I was crazy. I wanted Valentina, and I would have her.

There was only one problem. She didn’t fit into the tidy place I had carved out in my life for women. Ever since Melissa died and I found out who she really was, well, you could say I was bitter. Just a tad.

The concept of trust was hard to come by. So I kept things entirely superficial. I had once been the guy my friends teased for settling down young and being excited to start a family. Oh, I was no saint before that. I sowed my wild oats in high school and college. But when Melissa came along, I fell hard for her.

We hadn’t planned to have Rylie as soon as we did, but once Melissa was pregnant, I was all in. After she died and I came to terms with the illusions I’d had about her and our marriage, I hadn’t been interested in much more than no-strings sex.

Knowing how small Stolen Hearts Valley was, I avoided getting tangled up with anyone here. That was definitely complicated, and I had no interest in complications.

Usually when Rylie spent a weekend with Melissa’s parents, I headed to Asheville. There were always errands to do, and there were always women to find. Women who didn’t know my story and wanted nothing more than a few hours of a good time.

Not only was Valentina local, but we also worked at the same place, and she was a virgin. Every time I circled back to that, I had two diversionary trains of thought. On the one hand, it was fucking stupid for me to think I was the guy to take care of that. Yet on the other, I couldn’t fathom some other guy taking my place. As if it were my place to claim.

I didn’t realize I was staring at Valentina until Dani cleared her throat. I checked myself, managing not to jerk my head, and casually looked away, keeping my expression bland.

“What’s up, Valentina?” Dani asked. “Lucas was just leaving.” Her eyes caught mine, and there was a slight gleam in them. Knowing Dani, I knew she’d noticed I might be noticing Valentina. I could easily shake that off. Valentina was just plain gorgeous, like stop-on-the-street-and-stare gorgeous.

And I was a man, after all.

I glanced from Dani to Valentina and nodded. “I was. You two have a good day,” I said as I turned, unable to resist a last lingering glance at Valentina as I passed by.

Valentina gave off this odd combination of an old soul carrying a sense of innocence and purity. Of course, the knowledge that she was a virgin certainly contributed to that. Yet even before I’d known that about her, I’d noticed she was rather an open book about everything. I wasn’t just saying that because she babbled on about why she got herself that hot pink toy. Valentina was just plain nice.

And sexy as sin.

I was about halfway down the hallway adjacent to the lodge kitchen when I heard footsteps behind me, and Dani saying something into her cell phone. She was in a rush to get somewhere, that much was for sure. Not seeing Valentina behind her, I spun back and returned to Dani’s office.

Valentina was standing up from a chair when I stepped in the doorway. She turned, saying, “Oh, I thought you had to …” Her eyes collided with mine, her words trailing off.

Her cheeks flushed pretty and pink, and holy hell, I wanted to kiss her so damn bad it almost hurt.

“Dani ran off, I see.”

Valentina nodded. “Yeah, some problem with one of the reservations.”

I stepped into the office, resisting the urge to close the door behind me. If I did that, I wasn’t so sure I could keep myself from spreading Valentina out on Dani’s desk.

“Did you need something?” she asked, her tongue darting out and sliding across her bottom lip.

Her foot started tapping on the floor. She wore a pair of jeans and a loose T-shirt. Nothing about her outfit was sexy, but when it came to Valentina, she was plain sexy.

“I just need one thing,” I heard myself saying.

In two strides, I was standing right in front of her, savoring her scent. That subtle citrusy scent I’d forever associate with her.

“What’s that?” she asked, her voice coming out low and husky.

“I thought maybe you’d let me steal a kiss.”

Her mouth dropped open in a pretty little O, and her eyes widened. After a moment of dead silence, during which I couldn’t get my eyes off her and my breath became short, she nodded.

“I don’t think it’s stealing.” She gasped as I slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her flush against me. I didn’t even care that my arousal was obvious, hard and insistent, pressing in the cradle of her hips as I pulled her close.

“Okay then, it’s a gift,” I murmured, bending low and brushing my lips across the wild flutter of her pulse along the side of her neck. Dusting kisses along her jawline, I made my way to her mouth. Her lips were soft and pliant under mine.

I tried to keep myself in check, tried to hold back, but the moment she sighed, I was lost. Her tongue slipped out to slick against mine. Kissing her was like getting spun into a fire, but it felt so fucking good. She tasted like honey, and her mouth was warm and yielding as I claimed it.

I lost all sense of everything but Valentina. My world narrowed to the feel of her plush body pressed against mine as she arched into me. The soft sounds coming from the back of her throat drove me fucking crazy. On the heels of a gasp with a muffled cry into my mouth, another sound barely punctured the haze of lust filling my mind.

I couldn’t resist gliding my tongue against Valentina’s just one more time before I forced myself to pull away. Her eyes fluttered open, wide and dark with a desire I knew was reflected in mine. Her lips were puffy and pink, and it was all I could do not to start kissing her all over again.

The sound I now knew to be footsteps drew closer. “Until next time,” I said, unable to resist smiling when she curled her hand around the hem of my T-shirt as if to tug me back against her.

She opened her mouth to say something and snapped it shut quickly when Jackson’s voice reached us. “Hey Lucas,” he called. “Dani said I could find you back here.”

“Right here,” I replied, taking a quick stride back to place an appropriate distance between Valentina and me.

Jackson leaned into the doorway. “There you are. Hey, Valentina,” he said easily, tossing a quick smile her way.

“Hey, Jackson. Shay asked me to meet with Dani to go over the accounts from last month,” Valentina explained.

“Of course. I gotta steal Lucas from you.”

“Whatcha need?”

“Oh, we got a big load of hay. Wade and Dawson are both out this afternoon, so I figured maybe I could sweet-talk you into helping me out.”

“Is this your version of sweet talk?” I quipped.

Jackson rolled his eyes. “I guess it is.”

“Sure thing. Give me a few, and I’ll meet you out there.”

Jackson nodded. “Thanks, man.” At that, he spun on his heel and headed back down the hallway.

I liked working for Jackson. For starters, he was a friend. While he was technically everyone’s boss here, seeing as he owned the lodge, that wasn’t how he approached running the place. He approached it as a team endeavor and worked harder than the rest of us.

He’d only just slowed down a bit in the past few months because he fell head over heels in love with Shay. I’d known the first day she was here that he would fall in love with her if he hadn’t already. It was good to see him relax enough to forget about work sometimes.

I glanced back at Valentina, unable to resist catching her hand in mine and meeting her halfway as I tugged her toward me.

“What are you doing?” she whispered fiercely, her cheeks turning that pretty shade of pink again.

“We have a small problem,” I heard myself saying. It felt as if I were always hearing myself say things when it came to Valentina now. My words skipped ahead of my thoughts and danced out of my mouth before I had a chance to check myself. The cylinders in my brain didn’t seem to fire on time when it came to her.

“I want to kiss you every time I see you,” I murmured right before brushing my lips across hers again. Because I couldn’t resist one last touch.

She made another one of those soft sounds in her throat and sighed. I let myself have just a taste, a quick swipe of my tongue against hers before I stepped away, quite reluctantly.

“Is that a problem?” she teased, throwing me off balance.

Even though it had only been the past week or so that I’d let myself think about Valentina this way—as a virgin sexpot—I knew she had a sense of humor. She’d regaled the staff a few times at dinner with funny stories about the contrast of her life with her parents. Prayers morning and evening, and people cutting pills in the church bathroom and selling them to the congregation if they could get away with it.

“Well, I won’t say it’s a bad idea. Just that I’m guessing you don’t want me kissing you in front of everyone.”

She shrugged. “Whatever. I don’t have many secrets.”

I held her gaze for a long moment, the pull to reach for her again magnetic. I resisted the urge and smiled, reaching out to tug on that loose curl resting against her cheek. Her hair was silky in my fingers, the curl bouncing when I let it go.

“Until next time then,” I said as I forced my feet to turn and leave. This time, I made it all the way down the hallway. I had Jackson waiting on me.

I stepped out into the bright sunshine, running into a wall of heat. It was August in North Carolina, which meant it was hot as fucking hell. The air was soft, the humidity caressing my skin. Sweat formed almost instantly as I strode down the path that led from this part of the farm to the other.

A cluster of trees and a small rise were between the barns and the old farmhouse. Jackson had built a new barn in this area, which served as the vet clinic upstairs with the horses in the lower floor. Built into a hill, the upper floor had parking for the clinic.

Another new barn sat on the far side of the pasture and housed the rescue program and a hodgepodge of animals. The family’s original farmhouse sat across from the vet clinic beside the pasture.

As I walked quickly, Valentina consumed my mind every step of the way. Beyond the heat, I could’ve used a cold shower just to calm my body down. As it was, I had to force her out of my mind to get my arousal under control. The last thing Jackson needed was to see me worked up.


Chapter Nine


Valentina

“So what’s up with you and Lucas?” Dani asked a few days later.

A second ago, we had been discussing some new accounts for supplies. She shifted gears so fast I practically got whiplash.

Although it probably would’ve happened anyway, I blamed my blush on her catching me off guard. I looked up, trying to ignore the fiery heat on my cheeks, but Dani’s expression was bland. I might not have known her for long, but I knew better. She was fishing.

“Why would you ask that?” I countered, striving to keep my tone casual.

“Um, because he couldn’t keep his eyes off you. And I know that look.”

“What look?”

“The one where Lucas looked like he’d have been quite happy if you two were alone in the room, so he could lock the door and have his way with you,” Dani explained pointedly.

I leaned back in my chair with a sigh, figuring I might as well not even bother to fake any of this.

“He kissed me,” I announced.

A flash of satisfaction pierced me at the look of surprise on Dani’s face. “What?!”

“He kissed me,” I repeated. “Twice.”

“I think I’m going crazy,” Dani replied, giving her head a little shake. “Are you serious? Of course you are. I don’t even know why I’m asking. You’re probably the single most honest person I’ve ever met.”

“Oh, that can’t be true. You’re totally honest, and Shay’s honest and Evie and so on.”

Dani picked up a pencil and started twirling it between her fingers. “I don’t mean other people are dishonest. Just that, well, you’re not even good at faking it.”

I could be sly when I wanted, and I chose now. “Oh, like when you pretend you don’t have a thing for Wade?”

Dani’s eyes narrowed, and the pencil stopped spinning. “Oh, I see how it is. You can be sneaky. Anyway,” she continued, sidestepping my comment about Wade, “my point was I observed Lucas noticing you in a big way. And now you tell me he kissed you. Next thing I know, I’m gonna walk outside and Gloria will be flying,” she said.

I burst out laughing. “Is it that unusual for Lucas to kiss someone?”

Dani placed the pencil back in a mug full of pens and pencils on her desk and cocked her head to the side. “I don’t know exactly how unusual it is. What is unusual is Lucas doesn’t like complications. He’s certainly never kissed anyone who works here. Because that would be a complication.”

Seeing as I’d already blurted out what happened, I decided now was a good time to scope out some info on Lucas. Dani seemed to know just about everything about everyone. “What happened to Rylie’s mother?” I asked.

Dani sighed, sadness flickering in her eyes. “She died. Aneurysm.”

“Oh my God,” I said slowly before quickly gulping in a breath. “That’s so sad.”

“It is. Rylie had just turned one. As I told you before, it turned out she was having an affair behind Lucas’s back with one of his friends.”

An abrupt jab of pain hit my chest. Even though I’d already heard that detail, it burned. “I feel kind of angry with her, but she’s dead, and that doesn’t seem right.”

Dani nodded. “Yep, that about sums it up. You just elucidated what Lucas has been dealing with since he found out. It hit him hard. He might not be my type, but Evie’s right. You’d have to be blind not to notice he’s got it going on. He and Melissa dated in college and were pretty serious, and then she got pregnant. Lucas was so damn excited about that baby. If there’s one thing I can tell you about Lucas, it’s that when he commits to something, he’s all in. That was what he was like with Melissa and Rylie. Of course, he’s still like that with Rylie. That man would lay down his life for his little girl. But as far as kissing anyone other than a one-night stand on a weekend out of town, well, let’s just say it has not happened. I would know.” She eyed me, her gaze almost wondering. “Wow.”

“Why do you say wow?” I was honestly curious.

“I dunno,” Dani finally said after several beats. “You’re crazy beautiful, but you keep to yourself in a way. I guess I’m a little shocked because you don’t strike me as the kind of woman anyone would think of as casual.”

I could see her point. I didn’t know what Lucas saw in me.

Now that he’d kissed me—not once but twice—while I might not understand his motivations, I recognized the wild in the pulse of desire between us. I might not have much experience with desire, but I knew what I felt, and it was powerful.

Eyeing Dani, I replied, “I have no idea, but he sure is a good kisser.”

Dani burst out laughing, slapping her hand on her desk as she threw her head back. “Oh my God! I love that about you,” she said when she managed to stop laughing.

“Love what?”

“You just tell it like it is. It’s fucking awesome.” Pausing, she narrowed her eyes. “Hey, what are you doing tonight?”

“It’s top secret, but I’m not doing anything. I’m just going to my cabin to read. I don’t know if you noticed yet, but I don’t have a very busy social life.”

Dani smiled. “Oh, don’t bash yourself for that. Except for Dawson, and here and there Evie and Grace, most of us here work and sleep, and that’s about it. I was asking because Shay’s coming over to have pizza and wine with me later. I thought maybe you could join us.”

“I’d love to.”

Dani grinned as she stood from her desk. Perfect. “We’ll have to get Shay’s opinion on Lucas.”

My cheeks heated again, and I rolled my eyes. “You should know I haven’t had much practice with girl talk.”

Dani shrugged. “Who cares? We’re just glad to have you here. I can tell you this, and I’m being dead serious, you are a godsend to Shay and Jackson with the accounting. Ever since Jackson and his sister got this place up and running, they were using this accountant in Asheville. He was fine, but they don’t exactly have a straightforward situation here. Between the rescue, the lodge, and the vet clinic, it’s complicated. They really needed someone like you to come in and tidy it up.”

I beamed. “Oh, I’m so glad! I love this job.”

Dani rounded the desk and curled her arm around my shoulders, giving me a squeeze as we walked out of her office and down the hallway.

“I need to get up front to check on some stuff in the kitchen. Shay and I are going to meet here at seven. I’ll leave some food out for anybody who’s picking up, but I’m not cooking a meal for the staff tonight. We’ll see you at seven?”

At my nod, she waved and hurried through the doorway into the kitchen. Meanwhile, I left out the back, intending to return to my cabin and … Oh, who was I kidding? I was probably not going to get a damn thing done while I mooned over Lucas. God, that man could kiss.

I figured I didn’t even need the rest. Kissing alone was enough.


Chapter Ten


Valentina

“More wine?” Shay asked from across the table, lifting the bottle and arching a brow.

Glancing at my glass, I shrugged. “Sure. It’s not like I’m driving anywhere.”

Leaning over, Shay tilted the bottle and filled my glass with more of the deep red wine. Dani returned to the table, sliding a platter straight out of the oven onto the middle of the table and handing out three plates.

“In case I didn’t mention it, change of plans. Nachos instead of pizza. I didn’t want to miss out on the ripe avocados, which go from ripe to the compost in about an hour, so we had to beat the clock. I’ve got fresh guac and salsa, so hang on,” she said. Spinning away, she walked quickly back to the table in the center of the kitchen, returning with two bowls of the promised additions.

“Dani makes the best nachos,” Shay said solemnly.

The heaping platter had tortilla chips layered with melted cheese, fresh tomatoes, sliced onions, and beans. My mouth watered just looking at it.

“I bet she does,” I belatedly replied.

Dani chuckled as she sat down. “Shay’s just saying that to make sure I keep feeding her.”

“No, she’s serious,” I said with a vigorous nod. “I’m pretty sure you make the best of everything.”

Dani’s cheeks flushed lightly, and she shrugged. “I love to cook, but y’all don’t need to flatter me to make me do it.”

Shay rolled her eyes and nudged Dani with her shoulder. “You just told me Valentina is the most honest person you know. If you can’t trust the rest of us, at least take her word for it.”

Dani twisted her lips before taking a sip of her wine. “Fine. I won’t argue the point.”

We settled in to enjoy her nachos. After a few bites, Dani glanced at Shay, and asked, “So how are things with you and Jackson? Now that you’re not dancing around each other anymore.”

Shay’s cheeks flushed slightly. She finished chewing, and a smile unfurled slowly. “Well, um, things are great.”

Dani caught my eye and winked. “They are so in love. It’s ridiculous.”

“Even I can tell he’s head over heels in love with you,” I offered. I meant it. Jackson was so obviously enamored with Shay. It was quite sweet really.

“You two deserve it,” Dani said, her gaze sobering slightly.

Although Shay never spoke of it, I knew from the news that she’d been through her share of hell. What with her ex ending up splashed all over the news after assaulting her and subsequently killing two people when he was driving drunk.

I knew a bit about the weight of the past. Not that I had my own heavy past to carry. With my parents opening up our church and home to people in need, I had an idea of just how quickly a life could crash and burn as events snowballed out of control. I was glad for Shay’s sake that she had landed on her feet after what she went through.

Shay smiled softly. “I don’t know that we deserve it any more than anyone else, but I’ll take it.”

Dani’s speculative gaze landed on me. After our conversation earlier that afternoon, I knew she had lingering questions. I sensed she was trying to assess if it was okay for her to mention anything in front of Shay. It was. Due to how managed my childhood had been, the idea of being the subject of gossip almost thrilled me. Although I didn’t know if it counted as gossip when it was just between three people, and I was one of them.

I glanced at Shay. “Lucas kissed me.”

She almost choked on her sip of wine, her eyes widening.

Dani started laughing. She handed Shay a napkin to wipe up the drop of wine running down her chin. “Yep. I was shocked too.”

“You already know about this?” Shay asked before shaking her head. “Oh, I don’t even know why I asked. You know everything before anyone else does.”

“Hey, I only found out today,” Dani protested. “And only because Lucas couldn’t keep his eyes off Valentina.”

Shay cast a wondering glance in my direction. “I don’t know what to think.”

“Yeah, me neither,” Dani not-so-helpfully added.

After pausing to add a spoonful of guacamole to the nachos on her plate, Shay looked over. “So I’m guessing you like him?”

“Of course. What’s not to like?” I replied, striving to keep my tone casual.

It was a wasted effort because my cheeks were flaming. I didn’t even know how to describe how I felt about Lucas. My body felt like a hot fizzy drink inside when he was near. Odd, but that was how it felt.

“He pretty much keeps to himself,” Shay commented, glancing at Dani. “What do you know?”

“Everything I told Valentina earlier. As far as I know, Lucas hasn’t dated anyone since his wife died. He definitely doesn’t like complications. If I had a little more nerve, I’d ask him about Valentina.”

“Wow,” Shay said, her tone deadpan. “You’re short on nerve? That’s a new one.”

Dani rolled her eyes before her gaze swung to me. “Okay, now that we’re not busy, how did this whole thing start anyway?”

My cheeks got even hotter. “Here’s what happened. He accidentally got a package for me,” I began.

“What the hell was in the package?” Dani interjected.

“Exactly what I was wondering,” Shay chimed in.

Embarrassment aside, I figured I might as well tell them the truth because it was kind of funny. I also needed some advice. “A vibrator,” I replied with a sheepish smile.

This time, Dani spit out her wine. Shay burst out laughing, snagging a napkin from the stack in the center of the table and handing it to Dani.

“Oh my God! Did he know what it was?” Dani asked as she wiped the wine off the table.

“Unfortunately, yes,” I said with a sigh. “The box just had the lodge address on it.”

Dani bit her lip to keep from laughing again. “Did you just want to die?”

“Pretty much, but it’s a good story.”

“So he kissed you then?” Shay asked, tapping her fingers on the table as she nibbled on a tortilla chip.

“No, not then. He kissed me the other night when I brought Rylie out to his truck after she spent the afternoon with us at the clinic. She was sound asleep,” I explained.

Shay grinned. “Don’t worry, the world wouldn’t have ended if she’d been awake and he kissed you.”

“I know, but still. Anyway, then he kissed me again today. Now I don’t know what to think.”

“I think Lucas really likes you,” Dani said, her curls bouncing as she nodded emphatically.

I was quiet, absorbing that observation. The thing was, I didn’t really know how to interpret any of this. I knew the authenticity of what I felt between us. My one concern was his daughter, but we didn’t have to let any of this affect Rylie. It never crossed my mind that Lucas would want anything more from me than something sexual. I couldn’t say why I thought that, but it seemed the least complicated option. For a man who didn’t appreciate complications, that is.

After a few beats, I shrugged. “I don’t know. It was just two kisses. Maybe that’s all it will be.”

Somehow, I wasn’t quite ready to tell them he told me he’d be at the lodge for the upcoming weekend and just what the implications of that might be.

“Whatever you do, be careful,” Shay said, her gaze sobering.

“Careful?” I asked in return.

“There’s always Rylie to consider—for him and for you.”

I left dinner later with that comment lingering in my mind.

Not that I had romantic aspirations. But that certainly drove the point home that nothing was simple in this situation.


Chapter Eleven


Lucas

My eyes tracked the peanut butter as I smeared it on a slice of bread, then quickly moved onto the next. I had four peanut butter and jelly sandwiches to prep. That was Rylie’s request for her weekend with her grandparents. Not that she needed the peanut butter and jelly sandwiches made by me—Betsy and Dale, Melissa’s parents, certainly fed her quite well—but Rylie claimed I made the best ones ever, so here I was making them.

Major bonus to being a father—feeling like a superhero for small tasks.

Because Betsy and Dale adored her, they would humor her and let her have her sandwiches for lunch every day. I questioned the wisdom of preparing sandwiches for four days, but I imagined peanut butter and jelly could survive a nuclear holocaust.

Betsy and Dale had found out about Melissa’s affair only recently and not from me. I had mixed feelings about them knowing. For starters, I preferred my privacy. While I wasn’t the one who had the affair, people knowing about it meant questions for me. I had hoped it had been long enough that perhaps they would never find out, but Stolen Hearts Valley was a small area, and secrets rarely stayed hidden for long.

I only knew they knew because Betty called me. She had apologized on behalf of her daughter and left me speechless. I mean, what the hell was I supposed to say?

It was long over, and Melissa was dead. Jade’s comment last week tumbled through my mind. It was hard to imagine making room for an actual relationship in my life. There was Rylie to consider. I had no idea how single parents navigated the landmines of dating with a child in the equation.

Valentina loomed in my mind—her wide blue eyes and her riot of red curls. She was a walking contradiction. Everything about her screamed sex to me, and she was a fucking virgin.

Actually, that wasn’t quite right. She didn’t scream just sex. Even before I had noticed her in that way, I’d noticed she was kind and generous around the lodge, always offering to help. She was also funny and unintentionally blunt.

I hadn’t forgotten how well she had done with Rylie during her impromptu babysitting duties. That fact burned in my thoughts.

Rylie referred to her as Valentine, which made me laugh. Rylie insisted I ask for some shredded paper for her “hay” for her toy horses. When I’d asked where she got that idea, I learned it had come from Valentina.

Thinking about Valentina and Rylie made my mind go in directions it shouldn’t. I did not need to be thinking about Valentina like that. I needed to keep her clearly compartmentalized so the lines didn’t blur. Because beginning tomorrow, I’d be staying at the lodge for four days.

The problem with trying to keep Valentina compartmentalized was she kept sneaking all over the place in my mind. It had all been fine and good after that rather surreal encounter when I returned her package. Oh, I wouldn’t lie, I had wanted her so fiercely ever since that afternoon, and I intended to see it through.

It had been easy to manage when I told myself it was just lust.

Then she had to go and be so damn natural with Rylie. Ever since Melissa died, it was just Rylie and me. I’d sworn off trying to bother with dating because it was too complicated, and it required me to trust. I considered it easier to stay single and leave dating entirely out of the equation.

But with sexy as sin Valentina dancing through my dreams and getting me so damn hard with her kisses, I couldn’t get her out of my mind.

It hadn’t occurred to me that she might be at the vet clinic when I stopped by. Logically, I should’ve considered that, seeing as her office was there.

Rylie had mentioned Valentina almost daily since she spent the day with her and Shay. She loved meeting new people, so that wasn’t exactly a surprise. But now, for crying out loud, here I was imagining Valentina as something more than the hottest little sexpot. She had burrowed her way into my brain and body.

Desire was a funny thing. When I was young, like most guys, lust ran hard and fast. It was purely hormones driving the boat, so to speak.

When Melissa and I started getting serious, I had settled into it easily. We were seniors in college then. We got an apartment together and both started working.

Sex wasn’t as wild as it had once been between us, but we got it on pretty regularly. By the time she got pregnant, we’d been living together for three years. Melissa was my only serious relationship. We got married, and I felt truly committed. I never doubted it.

That first year after Rylie was born was a blur. Between work and raising a baby, we didn’t talk much, but then I didn’t have much time to talk. I never minded taking care of Rylie even when I was tired to the bone. I wouldn’t pretend it was always easy because that would be bullshit. But it didn’t chafe on me, not at all.

I gave my head a shake as I finished assembling the peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. It was late, and Rylie was in bed. I put each sandwich in an individual bag and stacked them inside a plastic container. The container sat beside her to-go bag, a rather large bag with a giant pig on the front. After she encountered Gloria and Squeaky at the rescue, Rylie fell in love with pigs. My mom had even sewed her a stuffed pig because she was crafty like that.

My throat tightened with emotion for a beat. Rylie might have lost her mother, but she was loved hard.

With thoughts of Valentina spinning through my mind once again, I walked into the living room. Nights were quiet here. After Rylie went to bed, I usually flicked through the channels and watched whatever show caught my interest. Sometimes I read. Sometimes I wondered—because my nosy sister had to bring it up—if my nights would always be this quiet.

That night, I lay in bed, realizing I hadn’t actually fallen asleep with a woman since Melissa died.


Chapter Twelve


Valentina

I clicked through the spreadsheet, smiling when the numbers added up to what I expected. When I went to college, I didn’t know what I wanted to do, yet I had always loved math. Something about the certainty of it soothed me.

Between being homeschooled and having parents who were religious in an earthy sort of way, kind of flaky, and ready to save the world at the same time, well, it had all added up to me not fitting into any category too easily while I was growing up. I’d spent most of my life feeling out of place, so perhaps that was why I found certainty so comforting.

Back to the numbers. Math was one area where I felt comfortable, and it came easily to me. I blew through my undergrad requirements. When my advisor suggested accounting as a major, I didn’t even hesitate and was accepted into an accelerated master’s program.

Even after I walked away with a degree that made me easily employable, I promptly agreed to handle the accounting for my parents’ church and retreat programs. The hardest part about taking the job at Stolen Hearts Lodge was telling my parents and quitting my job working for them.

I was three months into my new job, and I still loved it. There was a knock on my door, and when I glanced up, Shay stepped in. “We’re about to head out. You’re all set with dealing with the animals, right?” she asked with a smile.

“All set,” I replied as I tapped save and closed my laptop.

“Thanks again for helping with that,” she said as she slipped into the chair across from my desk. She reached up to tighten her ponytail, cocking her head to the side as she dropped her hands. “Well, have some fun this weekend. Maybe you could actually go out to Lost Deer Bar with everybody else. Dawson said that’s where everyone’s planning to go.”

“I might,” I replied.

“Either way, have a good weekend,” she said. She stood just as Jackson appeared in the doorway, leaning against the frame with one hand in his pocket.

“Ready to go?” he asked, his gaze lingering on Shay.

I wondered if I would ever have a man look at me the way he looked at her. I felt as if I’d abruptly interrupted an intimate moment by witnessing the depth of emotion contained in his gaze. Knowing what she’d been through, I was so glad to see them together.

“Ready,” Shay said, turning to face him with a smile.

Only then did Jackson glance my way. “Thanks for taking care of the animals. If you need anything, just call us, okay?”

“Of course. I can’t imagine I’ll need anything.”

“By the way, I asked Lucas to help you with the horses. We just took in a new rescue today that’s a bit of a handful. Lucas said he’d be over at the barn this afternoon by five. Wait for him, okay?”

“Sure.”

Shay shook her head. “You just had to agree to take that stallion. I told you he would be wild,” she said, her lips tightening and her gaze bouncing back and forth between us.

“That’s why Lucas is going to help,” Jackson replied smoothly.

Just thinking about Lucas set my body to humming and my belly spinning in a quick flip. I could hardly stop recalling the feel of his lips against mine the other day and his promise about this weekend. I didn’t know quite what it meant, but I knew I couldn’t wait.

*     *     *

Early that evening, I crossed the pasture to the rescue barn. Gloria came ambling along behind me. I heard her before I saw her because she made a soft snuffling sound whenever she approached people. Glancing behind me, I couldn’t help but smile. Gloria was a giant mostly white pig with a few dark spots. She was sweet as could be, and it felt as if she knew exactly what I was saying when I talked to her. It was something about the way she studied me with her careful expression.

“Hey Gloria,” I called, pausing to wait for her to catch up to me. She stopped at my side, nudging my knee with her nose as we began walking together.

She followed me into the barn, and I paused to look around. The dogs were on one side with the rest of the animals on the other. Each dog had its own door to exit into a large play yard. Most of the dogs were rescues with the exception of one who had become a permanent resident—a sweet English Setter named Pepper. She played with the other dogs during the day and stayed at the farmhouse with Jackson and Shay at night. For this weekend, she was staying out here in the kennel because they thought she would be most comfortable here while they were gone.

On the other side was a large stall for two goats and the stall Gloria and Squeaky shared. They generally came and went as they pleased. There were also chickens in a large coop outside with their own space.

After taking care of all the other animals, I fed Gloria and was wondering where Squeaky was when she announced her presence with a few squeaks. As soon as I made sure she was fed, I glanced at my watch and realized Lucas was probably already waiting at the horse barn for me.

Closing up, I ran across the pasture, pushing through the door and feeling breathless as I came through. Lucas was there, leaning against one of the stalls about halfway down the aisle. He was stroking the new stallion’s neck. When I heard the low murmur of Lucas’s voice, the sound sent a hot shiver through me.

Ignoring it, I approached. “Sorry I’m late.”

Lucas said something softly to the horse, his hand still resting on the horse’s neck. The horse was tall with a rich brown coat and a black tail and mane. Lucas and the horse turned at once. Both of them had such intense eyes, my heart started racing. The horse eyed me curiously for a moment but quickly lost interest, turning to nibble on some hay in a netted bag hanging inside the stall.

Lucas’s attention, on the other hand, didn’t waver. His green eyes met mine and swept up and down my body. My skin tingled all over, heat flashed through me, and butterflies took flight in my belly.

“I didn’t know you were supposed to meet me at a certain time, so there’s nothing to apologize for,” he said. “The horses are all taken care of.”

For a moment, I was unable to form a word. My mouth seemed to run at two speeds with Lucas—nothing or verbal diarrhea.

“Oh,” I finally said. “Jackson told me he asked you to come help me. He was worried about the new stallion.” I gestured to the horse behind Lucas.

“Right. He’s all taken care of.”

The barn was quiet. As I stood there, a humming electricity began to spin through me.

“Okay. Well, thank you,” I replied, my words coming out a little choppy.

Lucas pushed away from the stall, taking a few strides before stopping in front of me. He wore jeans, the denim so soft the fabric molded to his muscular thighs. My eyes lingered on the flex of his forearm when he slid his hand in one pocket.

My mouth wet dry, and my pulse rocketed to the point I could hardly catch my breath.

I felt more than saw his eyes sweep down my body again. My outfit was rather nondescript—a pair of leggings with a baggy T-shirt. I probably smelled like animals at this point. Nothing more than the heat of Lucas’s gaze made my skin prickle and my belly flip.

“Are you done for the day?” he asked.

The soft sound of horses chewing their hay surrounded us as we stood there. The barn was cool, a contrast to the heat of the humid August evening.

Swallowing, I nodded. “Uh-huh.”

Lucas stepped a little closer, reaching out and catching one of my hands in his. He smelled like hay and sweat and Lucas, a scent I had come to identify with him—musky and warm with a slight woodsy hint.

His thumb brushed across the back of my hand, and all my attention narrowed to the feel of his calloused pad moving back and forth. The touch was subtle, and he probably wasn’t even thinking about it, but it was electrifying.

“I want to kiss you now,” he said, his words sending a hot thrill up my spine.

I licked my lips and swallowed again, barely able to get a breath in. “Please do,” I finally murmured.

I wasn’t consciously trying to whisper, yet this moment felt so heavy, so intense. It felt as if at any minute, sound would snap it to pieces.

His lips kicked up at one corner. Every smile he gave me, even a half of one like this, made it feel as if the sun was breaking through on a cloudy, gray day.

Lucas didn’t smile much. And now that I knew more of his history, I understood why.

“I might want to, but I won’t. We’ll have to save it for later,” he replied.

“Why?” My question flew out on its own in a rather demanding tone.

That half smile stretched to the other corner of his mouth. “Because the guys invited me to go to the Lost Deer Bar. Seeing as I’m here for the weekend, and it’s what I would usually do, it’s best if I go.”

“Oh, well, I’ll probably go too then because Shay mentioned it earlier.”

Still smiling, Lucas glanced away as if gathering his thoughts and shook his head with a low chuckle. His eyes made their way back to me. “Well then, I suppose you should go. It’ll be a special form of torture for me.”

“Torture?” I queried.

Lucas arched a brow. “Valentina, I don’t think you know how much I want you,” he said flatly.

His words sent another thrill through me. “Oh,” I managed. My body felt buzzy, tingling all over.

My hand was still in his. He turned then, giving me a gentle tug. “Come on. I’ll drive.”


Chapter Thirteen


Lucas

Lost Deer Bar had been around for decades. Once upon a time, it was probably small, but this little bar in an old log cabin tucked in the hills of the Blue Ridge Mountains had expanded quite a bit since its origination sometime in the 1950s.

According to the story, the bar was named as such because the couple who founded it had gone out for a drive because their daughter thought a deer was lost. As if there were such a thing. I supposed deer did get lost—maybe—but the likelihood that a little girl would somehow know that was slim.

That said, if Rylie wanted me to go out for a drive to search for a lost deer, I would do it. Honestly, I wouldn’t even hesitate. Whether or not we found it, I would come up with a story that made her feel better if she was worried about it.

Back on that drive, the couple passed by the old home and noticed the For Sale sign. That started the ball rolling for what would eventually become the Lost Deer Bar. The one-room log cabin still had the original bar on the side, but all they had back there were memorabilia and old photographs. It was now the entryway to the massive rectangular room with a bar running along the back wall and tables scattered throughout. One corner had pool tables and mostly card games. It was busy most nights. Being only a few hours shy of Nashville across the border in Tennessee, they also had music often with fledgling new bands passing through here on their way to fortune and fame.

The décor was simple. There was wide plank hardwood flooring worn from years and years of feet passing over it, and circular wooden tables with booths to match. They were open from five a.m. until two a.m. Aside from the bar, they served all three meals and had delicious, simple fare.

I was keeping to one beer for the evening since I was driving. As I had told Valentina back in the barn when it had taken just about all of my discipline not to kiss her, tonight was a special form of torture for me.

I only offered her a ride because that was generally how things were among the staff and friends at Stolen Hearts Lodge. Knowing most everyone else had already left, either Valentina and I showed up together, or Dani would give me a hard time for not offering her a ride.

Not that I minded giving her a ride. That said, I was starting to question my restraint and endurance. She sat beside me, her wild red curls barely tamed in a ponytail where they were half falling out. I wanted to reach over and pull that elastic out so I could watch her hair fall loose before I buried my hands in it.

I knew I was half insane. I did not need to be taking things further with Valentina, but damn if I could stop myself. Not to mention, every time I considered it, I reminded myself that Valentina was looking for something, and she would find it. I’d be damned if I let some asshole take advantage of her.

Aren’t you taking advantage of her?

My skeptical mind threw that question out. My answer was swift. Hell no.

And exactly how do you know you’re the man for that? My skeptical mind was quick to counter.

My experience with virginity was limited to a girlfriend back in high school. For what it’s worth, I was a bit of a fumbling idiot, though we still had fun.

As for now, I told myself plenty of experience would stand me a good stead. I’d left my sanity in the rearview mirror. It wasn’t even a speck anymore.

I sat at the table beside Valentina, the sexiest woman I had ever laid eyes on, enduring her coaxing allure. She tempted me just by being there.

“Jesus, Wade, sometimes you have such a stick up your ass,” Dani sniped at Wade who sat at an angle across from me.

Wade rolled his eyes and drummed his fingers on the table. “I do not have a stick up my ass, Dani Love,” Wade drawled. “You’re giving me shit for worrying about my little sister?”

Dani nodded vigorously, her brown curls bouncing. “Yes, I am. She’s a grown woman. Her boyfriend might be kind of dumb, but then …” Her words trailed off with a sharp laugh. “All right, you might have a point.”

My mouth almost fell open. Dani and Wade tended to snap at each other over just about anything. They’d known each other forever, and as far as I knew, once upon a time, they almost dated. It was short-lived and ended with a big argument where Dani stormed off and threw her slushy at him in the high school cafeteria.

I heard Valentina say something under her breath, and I leaned over. “What was that?”

She grinned, a teasing glint in her eyes. “I said they need to get over it and do something about it.”

I chuckled. “Right? We all know that, but they’ve been at this for years.”

Valentina shrugged and leaned forward to pick up her margarita. My eyes honed in on the sight of her tongue tracing over the salt along the rim of the glass. I was suddenly envious of that damn glass.

Fuck me. I tore my eyes away only to collide with Wade’s gaze. Dani had already moved on and was saying something to someone else. Meanwhile, Wade appeared to have a front row seat to me lusting after Valentina.

He winked and grinned. Knowing Wade as well as I did, I imagined he would give me shit about it at some point. Wade was a good friend, the best kind of friend really.

He had the unfortunate, decidedly awkward role of filling me in on what he eventually learned about Melissa and Seth. Although I had stumbled across the evidence in Melissa’s texts on my own, plenty of gossip was skittering through Stolen Hearts Valley like leaves in the wind. When Wade heard about it, bless his damn heart, he scouted up the gossip and shut it down. He also punched Seth.

I hadn’t asked him to take it to that level and certainly could’ve done it myself. I just hadn’t quite felt like it. Still didn’t. For me, Melissa was responsible for the betrayal, and she was dead.

I returned Wade’s grin with a shrug, letting myself get tugged into a conversation about the schedule for the construction of more guest cabins at the lodge.

I forced myself not to simply stare at Valentina, and for the most part, I think I managed it. I wasn’t the most chatty guy, never had been, and I thought I had my response to her under control until she decided to play a game of pool. There wasn’t anything particularly unusual about that. I flicked through my memory bank and tried to recall if Valentina had ever joined in a game of pool when I was here with friends, but I couldn’t recall any.

But then, beyond noticing she was fucking hot as hell, I’d made a concerted effort not to pay too much attention to her before. Now, she’d grabbed my attention so hard it just wouldn’t let go.

All because of that package.

I found myself leaning against the wall by the pool table.

“Sweet shot,” Dawson said with a low whistle.

I hadn’t noticed where the ball went. Not with Valentina bent over and her sweet bottom on display. For me. Or so my body thought. Between our encounter in the barn and driving over here, she had showered and changed. She wore a skirt, nothing particularly revealing, but with a smoking body like hers, everything was a tease.

Summer in the Blue Ridge Mountains meant the heat wrapped itself around you and held on. I abruptly thought she needed more clothes on. Her skirt was some cotton stretchy thing that fell to her knees in a little twirl. Atop that, she wore a loose T-shirt. Unfortunately, I vividly recalled just how her breasts felt against me, so I knew what was hidden under there.

The sound of someone clearing their throat nudged into my awareness, and I tore my eyes away from Valentina’s delectable ass to find Wade standing beside me, leaning on his pool stick. “Nice view?” he asked, his tone deadpan.

“Shut up,” I muttered.

Wade chuckled. “Nah, not going to shut up. Far as I’m concerned, it’s nice to see you noticing anyone.”

I caught his eyes and rolled mine in return.

Valentina straightened, smiling over at Dawson. She lifted a hand and tucked a curl behind her ear. It didn’t skip my notice that Dawson took a nice long look at Valentina.

An irrational bolt of possessiveness struck me, demonstrating precisely why I’d lost my damn mind.

Dawson was a friend, and most of the time, I had nothing against his predilection for playing the field. Dawson liked a good time, and he never led anyone on. Yet Valentina deserved better.

“Chill, dude,” Wade said from my side.

I slid my eyes to him. “Since when are you my keeper?”

“Since you look like you want to kick Dawson’s ass just for noticing Valentina is hot. He won’t lay a hand on her. She’s hot, but she’s totally not his type. Too damn innocent.”

I almost groaned aloud. If only Wade knew the half of it. Before Valentina told me, I might’ve thought she threw off a hint of innocence—because she did—but I’d never have guessed she was a fucking virgin.

The tension bundled up inside me, the result of me trying to keep my body in check for hours, eased slightly. Because Wade was right. Dawson went for party girls. While Valentina clearly could hold her own in a game of pool and didn’t shy away from a few drinks, she was no party girl.

I sighed. “I know.”

Dani conveniently distracted Wade from giving me more shit. She started up with him about some order they needed to take care of. With Dani running the lodge restaurant and Wade helping Jackson mostly run the outdoor adventure scheduling, those two, fortunately or unfortunately depending on how you looked at it, bumped into each other enough to rub each other the wrong way.

If not for the fact I had abruptly decided to get the hell out of there, I could’ve waited to call him on his own bullshit. As it was, I didn’t think it was a smart plan for me to hang tight and wrangle with feeling possessive over Valentina.

I paid my tab and made sure to cover Valentina’s. I was torn at the moment. I could easily leave and let her know to catch a ride back with someone else, but that didn’t feel quite right. Not to mention, even if I was half out of my mind, I was at the end of my tether with her.


Chapter Fourteen


Valentina

I leaned my head back to look at the sky just outside my cabin. The heat from the day still held the night air in its grip. Although the nights were cooler, cool was a relative term when some days had over ninety percent humidity. The air was so laden with moisture it slammed into you when you stepped outside. I loved the night air because it was soft and held the fading scent of flowers.

Lucas stood beside me, his presence quiet. My pulse had been running wild ever since we left the bar. I was trying to catch my breath, but all I could manage were shallow gulps of air.

The stars were bright in the night sky with the moon peeking out from behind wispy clouds drifting through the darkness. After taking a shaky breath, which did absolutely nothing to slow my thundering pulse, I brought my gaze down and let my eyes slide sideways to Lucas.

We had stopped in the trees between the parking area and the winding path to where the staff cabins were scattered. I idly wondered where Lucas stayed when he spent a weekend here.

I learned from Dani, who was ever helpful, that when Jackson was gone, Lucas often stayed on for the weekend to help manage everything. Between the guests, the various adventure trips, and the first responder work, there was no shortage of things to do.

He’d been quiet on the drive back from the bar. But then, Lucas was usually quiet, and for the most part, quiet didn’t bother me. Yet, just now, I was unsettled with my body revving like an engine. I wanted to ask a million questions.

I was restless and anxious, but not in a bad way. I was ready to get this over with. When I looked his way, heat flared in the air between us. His eyes dipped down, the feel of his gaze akin to a flame flickering over the surface of my skin.

All we had for illumination was the soft, silvery light of the moon filtering through the trees. Through the darkness, the small light on my porch glowed ahead.

Lucas turned, stepping closer and reaching for one of my hands. I didn’t even hesitate. I was happy to just hand myself over to him, which was insane really. I trusted him completely, and I didn’t know why.

Well, that wasn’t quite true. Jackson and Shay trusted him, and so did Dani. I knew he was a good man. After seeing him with Rylie, my heart cracked open a little because he adored her so clearly. It was downright endearing to see the look of love on his usually stark and somber face when he looked at his daughter.

While growing up with my funky parents who loved me and had their own unique view of the world, my mama had told me to save myself for the right man, for a man who I knew would love me.

Somehow, I knew that Lucas was the right man even though love had nothing to do with it. I’d wager Lucas had no intention of loving me or any other woman. After hearing what happened, I surmised he was a guarded man with good reason.

That was completely okay with me. I didn’t need to be head over heels in love. I just needed to do something with all the sensation and emotion spinning through my body. With the way I felt the two times he kissed me, I had complete faith this would be about as good as it could get.

When the pad of his thumb brushed across the back of my hand, the slightly calloused surface was rough against my skin. I was surprised I didn’t melt like butter—given the humidity of the night and the fire that burned inside whenever he was close.

I looked up at him, watching as his gaze coasted over my face. I didn’t know what thoughts were passing through his mind, but I was suddenly impatient. I needed something concrete, something to hold onto.

So I stepped closer, resting my palm on his chest as I leaned up on my tiptoes, meaning to kiss him. His mouth kicked up at one corner, and my belly felt funny, all shivery and hot, and almost ticklish.

Before I could ask him what was funny, he said, “You are something else, Valentina.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, my question coming out a little raspy.

I was close enough to feel the hardness of his body. He was all muscle, every inch of him. With my palm resting on the muscled plane of his chest and my eyes trailing over his corded arms, I knew, I just knew, I couldn’t wait to see him bare.

“You should be nervous, and you’re not,” he said softly. “I feel like I should warn you.”

“No, you should kiss me.”

Lucas’s mouth kicked up at the other corner. His hand tightened around mine to tug me a little closer as his other hand glided down my spine, his touch a blazing a path of heat through my T-shirt.

“As you wish, darlin’,” he murmured as he bent low. He paused when his lips were but a whisper from mine. “You sure?”

That brief pause sent my pulse into the stratosphere. I felt as if my entire body was leaning toward something, teetering on the edge of a cliff, about to leap forward and fly. I wouldn’t fall. I knew that. Because Lucas was just the kind of man to catch me.

He waited while my heart pounded and blood rushed through my ears. I realized he was waiting for me to actually answer. Sweet Jesus.

“Yes!”

Just when I wanted him to rush, to dive into this and treat it like the race my body thought it was, he did the exact opposite. His lips brushed across mine once and then twice. He dropped a kiss at one corner of my mouth and then the other. His arm wrapped securely around me, pulling me close and holding me tight against him. He was so strong, so steady.

I felt as if I might spiral out of control and quite likely would’ve, yet he would be there to keep me from spinning loose. Only after I gasped did he fit his mouth over mine and thread his hand into my hair. He swept his tongue into my mouth, capturing my moan in our kiss.

With the moon shining down from above, Lucas kissed me as if I were the center of his universe. I lost all sense of time and place. My senses were firing with a multi-faceted focus—Lucas, the feel of his mouth, the soft prickle of his beard, the strength of his embrace, and the utter decadence of his hard-muscled body against mine.

I’d never been so hyper aware of my softness. Everywhere I was soft, he was hard. My breasts pressed against his chest, and I felt the curve of my bottom under his hand as he palmed my ass.

I have no idea how long he kissed me in the trees in the hot, sticky summer night. He tasted decadent, a hint of mint mingling with his musky scent. I wanted to eat him up, to have all of him to myself—my own personal playground.

However long that kiss lasted, when he broke free, I instantly felt myself leaning forward as if scrambling for more. He cupped my nape and leaned his head back. His body was taut, his heart beating hard like a drum. I could feel it pounding along with my own wild heartbeat.

He murmured something indecipherable.

“What?” I asked.

“Let’s get inside,” he replied, his tone tense, bordering on something that sounded like anger.

I didn’t know how to interpret it. Because I was me and I never hesitated to ask questions, out stumbled a question. “Are you upset?”

Lucas was easing his hold. I’d been on my tippy toes with no weight on my feet as he held me against him. He stepped back slightly, one hand catching mine and the other sliding down my shoulder and arm, his thumb pausing at my elbow and tracing over the soft skin there.

Every touch made me hyper aware of areas on my body I never thought much about. For example, that tiny strip of skin where my elbow bent was insanely sensitive to his touch, little streaks of fire racing away and butterflies taking flight to spin wildly in my belly.

I tried to catch my breath, but my lungs weren’t having it, and I was barely able to get in more than a shallow gasp.

“Oh no,” he said, his tone low and intent. “I’m far from upset, Valentina. It’s just you make a man crazy.”

I searched his face, watching as his eyes softened. Without another word, he turned, striding swiftly along the path with my hand held in his strong grip, the pine needles crunching under our footfalls.


Chapter Fifteen


Valentina

Within minutes, we were in my small cabin, the contrast of the cool air sending goose bumps chasing over my skin. We were smack dab in the middle of some of the hottest days of summer. The August heat could be oppressive even after the sun slipped below the horizon.

The cabins here were far from rustic. They were small, but they were all connected to central air. During daylight, they were bright and airy with sunshine falling through the windows. A light pine ceiling that angled high above gave the studio room a sense of space. There was a bed, a small bench, and a dresser.

The tiny kitchen at the corner had just enough room for a small refrigerator, a microwave, and a coffeemaker. I hardly ever used it, but in a pinch, it would do. My luxurious bathroom was the biggest bathroom I’d had in my life. My parents were solidly middle class, so I had shared a bedroom and bathroom with my little sister, always cluttered with towels and the mess we made.

At the sound of the door clicking shut, I turned to find Lucas right there. I hadn’t thought through this part because I had no experience to go on. Just when I started to get anxious and wonder what I should do, he caught my hand and reeled me right back into the kiss from moments ago.

This time, his hands roamed over my body as he nearly drove me out of my mind with nothing more than a kiss. Though I didn’t have much to compare it to, I suspected very few kisses could measure up to one from Lucas.

His kiss was a mix of slow and fast, soft and hard with deep sweeps of his tongue as his mouth worked over mine masterfully. All the while, pinwheels of heat spun like fire through my body. My knees went weak as sensation rushed over me.

He read my body like a book, and before my knees collapsed, he lifted me, turning and setting me on the bed, one of those tall four-poster beds. He slid my hips onto it, then stepped back.

Just now I noticed I’d somehow kicked my shoes off, catching sight of them out of the corner of my eye. Sensation stole my breath, my pulse thundered out of control, and the butterflies in my belly fluttered, distracting me. An insistent neediness gathered inside, rolling into itself, the force intensifying.

I didn’t even notice when I rubbed my thighs together in a futile effort to ease the pressure building there. I could feel the slick moisture between my legs, and my panties were wet with my arousal.

“Oh now, darlin’, you’re gonna kill me,” Lucas said as he stepped between my knees, trailing his finger down the side of my neck and along my collarbone to dip down into the valley between my breasts. Oh, how I wanted that finger to keep on moving. His touch was a blaze of fire, and my nipples were so tight they ached.

Unfortunately, he stopped, the pad of his finger pressing right there between my breasts. My entire body was vibrating from that one tiny spot.

“Don’t stop!” I burst out.

I got one of those delicious smiles from him. It was small and sly, and oh my God, it made me rub my thighs together again.

His gaze darkened. “God help me,” he murmured as his hand dropped down. The backs of his fingers grazed one of my tight nipples before he caught the hem of my T-shirt, pulling it up and over my head in one smooth move.

The air was cool on my skin, the contrast only heightening the heat building inside. With my skin slightly damp from the humidity outside and the cool air conditioning in here, my skin prickled.

Looking up, I watched his eyes sweep over me and linger on my breasts. My bra was dark navy silk to match my navy T-shirt. I wasn’t much for worrying about what I wore and tended to go for comfort, but I preferred nice underwear. It was a small thing I did for myself. With Lucas’s gaze on me, I realized perhaps it wasn’t just for me.

My T-shirt had fallen into a pile on the floor beside the bed, and I wanted his to join it. Just as I reached for the hem of his shirt, he flicked his thumb on the clasp of my bra. My nipples puckered tightly. With a shake of my shoulders, my bra slid down my arms. He tugged it free and tossed it to the floor to join my shirt.

The air around us felt heavy, nearly vibrating from my anticipation and desire. My sex clenched, and I became acutely aware of the slick heat at my core. I wanted to rub my thighs together again to ease the ache there, but I couldn’t, not with him standing between them.

“So here’s the thing,” he began as he lifted a hand to cup my chin, his thumb tracing slowly along the edge of my jaw. “You follow my lead. Think you can handle that?”

A hot thrill shot through me, zinging like electricity straight to my core. There was something so decadent about him being a little bossy. Part of me wanted to surrender to it while another part of me wanted to push back, to ask questions, to demand.

Although I was mostly an obedient girl growing up, that was my downfall—always getting in trouble for asking too many questions and pushing back and talking when I was expected to be quiet.

His thumb circled my lips, and my tongue darted out to taste him. His eyes narrowed, and his mouth kicked up at the corner. “I think you might wanna argue with me about that,” he said softly, his slow drawl sending my belly into a flip.

I shrugged, feeling my skin tingle and my nipples tighten with him so close. “Maybe,” I finally said.

His low chuckle sent another wash of heat over my skin. “You do that, darlin’,” he replied just before he brought his mouth to mine again, his hand sliding into my hair, gripping lightly as he angled my head to the side.

The brush of his beard against my cheek was yet another sensation tangling up with the others. The subtle tickle nearly undid me.

This kiss took things to another level entirely—hot, wet strokes of his tongue against mine as he devoured my mouth. By the time his lips broke free from mine, I was gasping for air as his tongue blazed a hot, wet path down the side of my neck. One of his hands slid down my spine to cup my bottom. He tugged my hips to the edge of the bed as he stepped a little closer.

My skirt had ridden up around my hips. I whimpered when I felt the hard ridge of his arousal through the denim of his jeans pressing against the thin silk of my panties. I could hardly focus with streaks of fire racing through my body. I felt awash in need, tumbling and stumbling from it. I wanted to pay attention to every touch, yet I was so intoxicated by him I couldn’t focus on anything. His other hand lifted, the backs of his fingers trailing over the curve of my belly to cup one of my breasts, his thumb brushing back and forth across the aching peak.

A flickering corner of my mind was barely conscious and aware I was about to get caught in the undertow of the desire rushing between us. Once that happened, there would be no stopping it. This was all too much, all too good.

He dipped his head, his mouth closing over a nipple. The pleasure was piercing, and I cried out as he drew away. The cool air hitting my damp skin tightened my nipples even further. I could hardly take it.

Lucas lifted his head from where he was tracing his tongue over my collarbone. Who knew my collarbone was an erotic zone? Certainly not me.

I was beginning to wonder, however, if it was Lucas who made everything so amazing. It seemed he could touch me anywhere, and I melted like butter in his hands. My pulse was skittering wildly, and my breath was coming in sharp pants.

“You are so fucking beautiful,” he muttered, his low, dark, and rough tone making my pussy clench.

When I dragged my eyes open, I found his hungry gaze on me. My heart gave a hard kick, and I felt funny inside again as if I were falling from a great height.

When he cupped my bare breast in his palm, I arched into his touch with a whimper. “That’s it,” he murmured, his lips landing on my skin like a hot brand.

His tongue teased in the sensitive spot just above my collarbone and trailed down between my breasts. I gripped the sheets and comforter with one hand and tangled my fingers in his hair with the other. Raspy sounds came from the back of my throat, my entire body tightening as sensation streaked through me.

His fingers teased the soft curves under my breasts. Finally, finally, his mouth closed over my nipple, sucking lightly as I gasped in relief. He practically tortured me with his lips and tongue. After he had one drawn so tight it hurt, he switched his mouth to the other. The brush of his beard against the sensitive skin—a hint of a tickle—only intensified the other sensations pinging through me. I held onto his shaggy curls, my hips rocking into his arousal. I was desperate for release.

I might’ve been a virgin, but I was no virgin to orgasms. Yet with a mere two teasing encounters with Lucas seared into my memory, and now this one where everything was pushing past boundaries I’d never crossed, I was abruptly learning I had no idea just how fierce the edge of need could burn. He had yet to even touch me right where I wanted him to touch me so desperately, and I was toeing the edge of release already. Every nerve in my body was on fire.

“Lucas, please …” I gasped, ready to beg.

He stilled, drawing away, his teeth grazing over a nipple as he lifted his head. My hand fell from his hair as he traced his thumb in lazy circles through the moisture left behind. “Yes?”

It took an effort to open my eyes. While my heartbeat galloped, and I was at the edge of my willpower, shredded with pleasure, he looked calm in contrast. The only giveaway was the subtle rock of his hips into the cradle of mine, the hot length of his arousal pressing hard against me. That, and the heat banked in his gaze.

“Hurry,” I gasped when he rocked into me again.

His features were almost severe in the shadowy room with nothing other than a lamp on in the corner. He shook his head slowly, his thumb circling my nipple again. “Oh no, darlin’. We’re not rushing.”

I let out a huff, and his eyes took on a gleam. “Impatient, aren’t you?”

I rolled my eyes and slid a palm up under his shirt because I needed to feel his skin. A flash of satisfaction rolled through me when his breath hissed through his teeth. I thought he might stop me, but he didn’t. His skin was warm and smooth. I slid my palm up over the ridges of his abdomen. I’d heard of such a thing as six-packs, but I’d never felt one.

My fingers encountered a light dusting of hair as I made my way up over the planes of his chest. His shirt bunched along my wrist, and I sighed when I exposed his chest. With a muttered curse, he reached behind his head, yanking his T-shirt up and over in one quick motion where it fell to the floor beside mine.

My mouth went dry. Just as I had suspected, he was a work of art, his bronzed skin tight over nothing but muscle. The dusting of black hair only illuminating his raw masculinity.

Lucas’s body was beautiful, to put it bluntly. But not in the sense of someone who spent much time thinking about it. He worked a demanding job and lived a demanding life. His body was a reflection of both.

I leaned forward, stringing kisses over his muscled abdomen, before he murmured, “Fuck, Valentina, slow down.”

“I …”

His mouth cut off my words when he leaned over me, partially covering my body. The entire surface of my skin tingled as streaks of fire shimmered under the surface. He shifted his weight slightly, so he was still resting between my thighs but not all of his weight was bearing down over me. I found I wanted the heaviness and his strength to surround me.

The dusting of his hair on his chest tickled my breasts and had me arching up to feel more. He simply kept kissing me. Once again, I lost myself in the madness with his mouth working over mine.

He threaded a hand in my hair, roughly cupping my nape as he angled my head to better feast on my mouth. With my skirt bunched around my hips, I savored the rough feel of the denim on the insides of my thighs as I curled my legs around his waist and rocked into him. I wanted him. So, so much.

Sensation was pinging through me, sparks flying, my heart thudding, and blood rushing through my ears. I was frantic with need. I slid a hand down his back to cup his ass when he rocked into me yet again, his hard cock pressing against my clit and sending sweet, piercing streaks of pleasure through me.

Lucas was moving, his lips blazing a trail down my neck, between the valley of my breasts, and dallying briefly at my nipples. His lips dropped kisses over my belly as he pushed my knees apart. He murmured something against my skin, and I cried out in protest when he rose up. He ignored me, lifting my hips, and yanking my skirt and panties off all at once.

He paused to look at me, the mattress dipping slightly under his weight. I could feel the heat of his gaze, my skin tightening everywhere, my belly and core clenching. I barely even noticed this was the first time I had ever been entirely naked in front of a man.

Somehow, what might’ve made me feel vulnerable didn’t. Not with Lucas. Although I had no illusions. I didn’t think he was going to sweep me off to some kind of silly love and happily ever after. He was a good man. There was something about him—the way he looked at me, the way I felt with him—that spun into what I knew about him as a man. I felt utterly safe with him.

And needy, oh so needy. I rested on my elbows. “Come here,” I demanded, shifting my legs.

His low laughter sent need radiating from my core. “So impatient.”

I opened my mouth to tell him to take his jeans off. Because I was downright impatient to see what lay behind there. My words caught in a gasp when his hands glided up my thighs, slowly pressing my knees apart.

On the burgeoning list of sensations I had never considered, the feel of his calloused palms on my skin was oh, so hot. As I was trying to absorb that with heat chasing in the wake of his touch, my belly tightening, and my sex clenching, he dipped his head and pressed his lips to the soft skin at the bend in my knee.

Another brand-new erotic zone discovered. I murmured something, falling back onto the pillows as his lips trailed up my thigh and he settled his shoulders between my knees. His beard tickled my skin, the feeling spinning into all the others.

In my planning, prior to tonight, which had comprised years of curiosity, I certainly knew about this possibility. I was a little uncertain as to the results. Fact number one: I had never experienced oral sex—giving or receiving. Fact number two: while I didn’t know what to expect, I had heard the results varied.

But then, from my understanding, all results were largely variable when it came to sex. As far as I could gather, women usually got the short end of the stick.

So far, Lucas was obliterating any lingering doubts. His fingers teased over my slick folds where I was so wet. I felt rather than saw him draw back. When I looked down, he was lifting his head languidly, his eyes dark. There was something erotic about the sight of him with his face right there in front of the most private part of me.

His fingers shifted again, sliding inside me. My head fell back as I cried out, arching into it. I had so many questions, and all of them fled from my consciousness. His tongue licked me just as another finger joined the first. I basically lost my mind, cast into the sea of pleasure.

I gasped and whimpered with my hips rocking into his touch. He was thorough, exploring with his fingers and tongue. I was right there, so close to the edge of release. I had never teetered on the precipice like this for so long. I was fisting the sheets, pleading with him, when he finally swirled his tongue, driving his fingers deeply into my channel before sucking my clit lightly into his mouth.

Pleasure detonated inside me, flattening me and rolling through me in hard, crashing waves. Lucas stayed with me, my channel clenching and throbbing around his fingers. I was just starting to catch my breath when I felt him slowly rise.

Opening my eyes, I met his gaze. He looked almost as if he were in pain, his features taut. One hand rested on my thigh, his fingers damp with my arousal.

My pussy clenched again, and I reached for him. Despite my sated state and feeling like liquid, I wanted more. I flicked the buttons to his fly undone in a second.

And discovered he was commando. Oh, yes. His cock sprang free, long, hard, and thick. I leaned forward, wanting to taste him just as he tasted me.

“Val …”

My name ended in a ragged groan when I swirled my tongue around the tip of his cock.


Chapter Sixteen


Lucas

My control was under assault, hanging by a frayed thread, and it was about to snap. Seeing Valentina with her lips swollen from our kisses and her red hair a wild tangle around her face as she swiped a drop of pre-cum off the head of my cock with her tongue, nearly undid me right then.

I shackled myself, calling upon discipline I didn’t even know if I had, and tried to step back. “Tonight’s just for you.”

Her wide blue eyes stared back at me. The freckles on her cheeks stood out when she was flushed. There were freckles everywhere, and I wanted to kiss every single one. I would have to save that for later.

I promised myself, for no sane reason whatsoever, that I wasn’t going to just fuck Valentina tonight. That would come later.

With her gaze on me, she shook her head. “That’s not fair.”

Uncertain what to say, I leaned down and fit my mouth over hers, cupping one of her breasts lightly. I almost groaned at the feel of the round, soft weight in my hand, her nipple ruched tight as I rolled my thumb over it.

I fisted my cock, stroking it once, twice, and then again, my release spurting between us over my hand and onto her gorgeous, freckled belly.

A sound of protest came from the back of her throat before she pulled away. “No!” She twisted her lips, her eyes narrowing as she looked at me.

“Next time,” I said softly.

“Promise?”

“I promise,” I heard myself saying, distantly wondering if I’d flat-out lost my mind.

Well, I suppose I didn’t need to wonder, not with the evidence of my release on Valentina and the taste of her on my tongue.

I eased away from the bed, striding into the bathroom. With a quick glance around, I found a clean washcloth on the shelves above the toilet. I meant to dampen it and bring it to clean her up, but she appeared in the mirror behind me as I was running the hot water.

If I thought Valentina was dangerous for my sanity before, I had no idea what I might be forced to face when I saw Valentina naked with her skin flushed all over and her eyes flashing. In all honesty, I hadn’t expected her to be shy because that just wasn’t her personality. She might be quiet at times, but not shy. Shutting off the water and buttoning my jeans, I turned to face her.

She cocked her head to the side and rested a hand on her hip. “Are you leaving?”

“Not just yet.”

She pressed her finger to the center of my chest, that one tiny dot of contact sending a sizzle of electricity through me. My cock twitched. Considering I’d just come all over her, that was saying something about the power of my body’s response to her.

“Lucas,” she began before faltering, uncertainty flickering through her gaze. “Is it because I’m not experienced enough?”

My mouth actually fell open. “Hell no, Valentina. No.” I shook my head hard as I curled the damp washcloth in my hand, feeling it cool. Turning, I flicked the faucet on again, dipping the washcloth under the warm water quickly and wringing it out. Turning back, I wiped my cum off her belly. She was quiet, biting her lip and watching me.

As I scrambled for purchase in my mind, I knew the problem was I wanted her too damn much. I didn’t want to just fuck her. I wanted to make love to her, so she would never forget it and never want another man for the rest of her life.

That was fucking insane.

A part of me that was comfortable in a certain place—comfortable with distance and keeping anything that elicited my emotions at bay—wanted to play it cool and simply shrug. But I couldn’t do that to Valentina. She was too authentic for me to degrade that.

After I tossed the washcloth in the sink, my eyes snagged on the robe hanging on the door behind her. Reaching past her, I caught it in my hands and drew it over her shoulders. She looked at me like I was crazy, and frankly, I was.

Next thing I knew, I was pulling her into my arms and burying my head in her hair, breathing in her scent. It was as if somehow I needed her to anchor me. None of this made sense. She should be the anxious one. I wasn’t a nervous wreck about the sex, not at all. In fact, I was acutely aware Valentina was seared permanently into my heart, body, and soul. Here I was, hoping to ruin her for all of the rest, but the script had flipped. She had ruined me for all the other women.

No one would ever come close. Ever. And we hadn’t even had sex, for fuck’s sake.

I couldn’t let tonight go any further because I had to prove to myself I had some control. Even if it wasn’t much. This rampaging need for her was slipping out of my grasp, and I couldn’t let that happen.

“No,” I muttered into her hair. “You’re not too inexperienced. That has nothing to do with this. Maybe I’m fucking crazy, but I don’t think it’s right for this to be a one and done thing. You know what I mean?”

I felt her lean back and forced myself to lift my head even as I knew that looking into her eyes was risky. My heart banged against my ribs. I wanted to stay right here and bury myself in her sweet heat and sleep beside her.

“I know what one and done means,” she said, catching her bottom lip in her teeth again and nibbling on it, promptly redirecting my blood to my groin.

As it was, I’d be returning to where I usually stayed upstairs in the offices and have no choice but to take care of matters by myself.

“Tomorrow night,” I said, knowing I couldn’t offer any further explanation. “I promise.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

To my immense relief, she tied the belt on her robe and stepped out of the bathroom. Turning back to face the mirror, I rinsed the washcloth again and laid it on the side of the tub.

I took a long look in the mirror. My eyes were dark, my hair messy, and my skin slightly flushed. A man teetering at the threshold of his control stared back at me.


Chapter Seventeen


Lucas

I tugged the silencers off my ears, flicking the switch to turn off the miter saw. After setting the silencers down on the table behind me, I leaned against it, snagging a cold bottle of water out of the cooler to one side and lifting my T-shirt to wipe the sweat off my brow.

Hot or not, we had work to do. Jackson had plans for four additional guest cabins. With the adventure lodge staying busy all the time, Jackson was wisely adjusting to that by expanding the guest lodging bit by bit every year.

Today, I was working with Wade and Dawson on a cabin. We were laying hardwood flooring, and somehow, I’d ended up on duty for cutting the wood. We needed the miter saw for the angles and corners. Jackson had pulled me aside and asked me to mostly run these projects when he wasn’t around. Dawson and Wade were plenty capable when it came to building, but they weren’t much for the more detailed work.

Jackson liked things to look good. Among other things in my life besides my first responder work and work as an adventure guide here, I’d worked with a construction company during the summers when I was in college. The money was good, and I didn’t mind the hard work. My father was also a builder, so I’d learned a ton from him.

In working at Stolen Hearts Lodge, Jackson set the tone. There was no top dog jostling for space bullshit. Everybody had their strengths, and Dawson and Wade were perfectly happy to help me run the show for this kind of project.

The rhythmic sound of the pneumatic nail gun stopped when Dawson put in the last board for this room downstairs. He straightened, setting the tool on the floor, and turned to stride across the room and lean against the table beside me.

“Hand me a water, would you?” he asked as he dragged the hem of his T-shirt across his face.

Snagging a cold bottle, I tossed it to him. He rolled it across his forehead, letting out a sigh. “It’s fucking hot, man,” he offered.

“Tell me about it.”

He chuckled just as Wade came down the stairs. “I could use some water too,” Wade said as he crossed the room toward us. When I tossed it to him, it slipped free from his grip, the condensation on the bottle making it slick. Leaning over, he chuckled as he fetched it off the floor. He sank down onto a nearby crate. “Can’t believe it, but we’re ahead of schedule. If we push, we can finish this one before Jackson gets back. What do y’all say?”

I took a few swallows of the ice-cold water and nodded. “I’m in. I’m here all weekend, so let’s bang this thing out.”

Dawson looked back and forth between us and rolled his eyes. “You two ever think about fun first?”

Wade’s gaze met mine with a wink. “Lucas usually doesn’t. I can’t say I ever do.”

Dawson rolled his head to the side, sliding his gaze to me as a sly grin stretched across his face. “Oh yeah, I think for Valentina he might consider some fun.”

I bit the inside of my cheek, resisting the urge to tell him to fuck off. I stayed quiet while Wade grinned. “No sense in trying to keep secrets around here. Evie asked me if you two had something going on last night.”

Although I was in the hot seat at the moment, I didn’t miss Dawson’s too alert gaze when Wade mentioned Evie’s name. Dawson was a player. He was a good guy, but he had a rotating door in his bedroom or, rather, in the bedrooms of women around town.

I wasn’t much for gossip, but I was plenty observant, and it hadn’t escaped my notice that Evie was in a category of her own when it came to Dawson. Oh, he teased her, and he flirted with her, but the man flirted with everybody. However, his interest seemed a notch higher than usual with her. She also knew how to get under his skin.

After another swig of water, I noticed two expectant pairs of eyes waiting. “I don’t have a thing going on with Valentina,” I said with a sigh.

That was a blatant lie, but I damn sure didn’t feel like chatting with anyone about Valentina and me. It felt too private, and I couldn’t even think straight when it came to her. I made no bones about the fact I had no intention of getting serious. All the guys knew Rylie was my priority. All the guys also knew I found ways to get my needs met when the urge got too strong. But those ways were practical, no strings, and certainly didn’t involve anyone I worked with.

Dawson swung his eyes back to me, his gaze disbelieving. “If you say so. But I know how that girl looks at you, and we sure aren’t blind either. Don’t get me wrong, she is seriously easy on the eyes, so I definitely don’t blame you for looking a little too long.”

Wade chuckled, and I was relieved he let it drop. I was friends with Dawson, and he was a damn good guy. As much as he teased, he was solid as a rock out on calls as a first responder, though I didn’t have a friendship with him the way I did with Wade. I knew Wade knew my interest in Valentina was more than fleeting.

Conveniently, Dawson’s phone blared out several sharp buzzes. “Gotta take this, guys. Speaking of women, I have a date tonight.”

He tossed his now empty bottle of water in the recycling bin in the corner and strode out the open front door. Wade took a long drag of his water before lowering the bottle and holding my gaze. “All right, man, it’s none of my damn business, but I’m just gonna say one thing.”

“Just one?” I countered, my tone dry.

In reply, his tone was dry as dead grass. “I know you have priorities. Well, mainly one—Rylie. And I get it, man. She’s your daughter, and her mom is dead. She’s got you, your family, and the rest of us. But this thing with you acting like you are never going to give another woman a chance? It’s fucking stupid, man.”

I opened my mouth, about to make some bullshit cutting remark about him, but he silenced me with a look. “I’m sure you’re tempted to give me some shit, but save it for another day. I’m trying to be your friend. If something is up with you and Valentina, that’s none of anybody’s damn business. My point isn’t really about her because that’s not what I’m talking about right now. If the right person comes along, Rylie could have another mother. Mothers take every shape and form. She’ll always have Melissa, but Melissa’s gone. You know I was adopted and for the very same reason after my mom died. The only mother I remember is the one I have. And thank fucking God my dad gave her a shot.”

I wanted to point out that, as far as I knew, his birth mother hadn’t screwed around on his dad behind his back. But that wasn’t his point, and it sure as hell didn’t matter today.

My throat tightened, and I paused to drain the bottle of water, swallowing right through the pain. “I get your point, man,” I finally said. “I guess we’ll just see what happens.”

Wade looked surprised at my reply.

I laughed. “I do get your point.”

He stood, kicking the crate away as he did. “Hot damn, maybe Valentina is the one. It’s going on four. As far as I’m concerned, let’s call it a day since we’re ahead of schedule as it is, and we can start early tomorrow before it gets too hot. You cool with that?” he asked.

“Absolutely. I’ve had my fill of being hot and sweaty.”

*     *     *

Hours later, I was once again tortured by Valentina’s presence. Per Jackson’s request, I’d gone over again to take care of the horses. I hoped—even if I didn’t want to admit it to myself—to have a few minutes alone with Valentina.

No such luck. Evie was there, chattering away the whole time, as she tended to do. Wade stopped over to let me know a load of hay would be delivered tomorrow as well. I went from that little crowd to an even bigger crowd over dinner at the lodge.

With it being the weekend, Dani was busy managing the restaurant and the evening meals there. As she often did, she managed to throw something together for the staff. No matter what she made, it was delicious. Tonight, she had made a cucumber salad paired with fresh cornbread and macaroni and cheese with ham.

Whether it was deliberate or not, when I approached the picnic table at the back of the kitchen, Wade scooted over to make room for me beside Valentina. Because that was what I needed—to have her scent drifting up to me, and the feel of her body warm and soft beside mine.

I didn’t trust myself not to lay a hand on her, no matter how deep the temptation ran. I could feel her thigh brush mine. Of course, when I looked her direction, I had a rather excellent view down the V of her T-shirt. Fuck me.

Ryan was sharing a story about a kayaking trip earlier that ended with him in the river tugging out two sopping wet college women. He scrubbed his hand in his hair and shook his head. “I swear to God, I get so tired of people not buckling their life jackets. It’s a simple enough thing.”

Dawson winked. “Ha, wish I’d been in charge of that trip.”

Evie pursed her lips and cast him a glare. “Is there any situation you don’t take advantage of?”

“Not that I know of, sweetheart,” he replied with a sly grin.

Ryan chuckled and paused to take a sip of his beer. Wade interjected, deftly moving the topic onto something else. “So, Evie, are the rumors true about Mack?”

Evie cast a bright smile at Wade and nodded. “Yup. He’s moving back sometime after this fall. I can’t wait.”

“I don’t think I’ve met Mack,” Dawson added. “He’s your older brother, right?”

“He sure is,” Evie replied.

Valentina paused to sip her wine. “I don’t think I’ve met Mack.”

“Well, you didn’t go to school with us,” Evie offered. “You were homeschooled, right?”

Valentina sighed. “Yes. It was kind of lonely. Wish I’d known y’all growing up. The only kids I knew were the ones who went to my parents’ church.”

I marveled at that detail. Although I didn’t think Valentina was a wild girl, as evidenced by her still virgin state, I imagined it chafed at her to be sheltered like that when her personality was so open and curious.

Grace Lakes, who only occasionally joined us for dinners, cast a wide-eyed glance at Valentina. “Really?”

Valentina nodded, brushing a loose curl off her cheek. “It was okay. Life is what it is. Don’t go thinking my parents were too strict. They were in some ways but not in others. They were recovering hippies who fell in love with Jesus and wanted to homeschool me because they didn’t think the public education system was good enough. As it was, I passed all my high school testing exams by the time I was seventeen and went to college early.”

“Even though I went to public school, my parents were crazy strict. Yours at least sound a little nicer than mine,” Evie commented.

Valentina shrugged, and just then, Dani poked her head through the swinging doors that led into another section of the kitchen. “Grace, you mind starting a little early tonight? It’s already nuts out there,” she called.

“Give me a few, and I’ll be right there,” Grace called in return.

The conversation shifted after that interruption, and as the dinner gathering broke up gradually, Valentina’s nearness continued to torture me. Part of me was tempted to take a rain check. Not because I actually wanted to, but because I thought I was tempting fate in a dangerous way.

I wanted Valentina way too much.

As people filtered out, I stood from the table with the pretense of going to the bathroom. Entering the men’s room, I closed the door behind me and leaned against it, taking in a gulp of air.

The subtle flush that crested Valentina’s cheeks lingered in my thoughts. I kept telling myself I could keep this compartmentalized, but I liked Valentina. Too damn much.

No matter how hard my rational brain tried to tell me this was a bad idea, there was no way in hell I was putting on the brakes tonight.


Chapter Eighteen


Valentina

I was seriously annoyed. When Lucas didn’t reappear from the bathroom, it became obvious he didn’t intend to come back and had slipped out the back, so I decided to head back to my cabin. I’d been lingering and waiting like an idiot.

When we were close to each other, that hum started up between us as if we were caught in an electrical current of our own making. Yet it was clear to me that Lucas had shifted gears back to the way he used to treat me—quiet and hardly ever looking in my direction.

I supposed I could be grateful for last night, but most of me was beyond disappointed. Because somehow, I sensed it wasn’t usually so easy. Every touch from him was so decadent, the pleasure cresting so high, I felt as if I’d been floating in the aftermath.

Slipping out the door, I stepped into the warm, humid evening and cut across the stretch of lawn behind the lodge into the trees to the path that led to my cabin. Twilight was falling, stealing the day for the night. The last lingering rays of the hot summer sun faded to a white gold above the mountains, that famous blue gaze barely shimmering in the smudgy sky.

I loved how the sky faded from violet to blue over the mountains at dusk. It seemed magical. I walked up the small rise in the trees, and I could hear a nearby stream bubbling. It was just warm enough that my skin was damp. Twisting a bracelet on my wrist, I took several deep breaths. I didn’t like the way I felt—rejected.

My heart stung a little. Like a tiny cut across the surface, just enough to make me wonder if maybe I wanted a bit more from Lucas in ways I hadn’t allowed myself to consider. No matter. I needed to forget about him.

Angling through the trees, I paused beside an opening, gazing at the moon over a mountain ridge in the distance. It was nothing more than a curved slice of light in the sky. An owl called in the trees, and I heard the heavy sound of its wings in the air as it flew by.

Turning, I picked my way along the path in the darkness. Moments later, I looked ahead toward my cabin, and my breath caught in my throat. My pulse immediately lunged, and I stopped so abruptly I was surprised my feet didn’t actually skid on the pine needles.

Lucas stood on my porch with a shoulder leaning against one of the supports. On the small porch, he was a strong presence in the darkness. He was looking off to the side and turned when a startled squeak escaped me.

My heart felt as if a kite had tugged it hard, yanking it upward and leaving me breathless. I watched as Lucas stepped off the porch, walking toward me. I felt as if I were being pulled by a string, my feet just started moving until I stopped right in front of him.

“I thought you broke your promise,” I said.

I hadn’t even considered my words, but I’d been thinking I wished he hadn’t promised me anything.

Lucas’s eyes widened. “Jesus, Valentina. I had no idea where the hell you went. You had me worried.”

I stared up at him, sensing he was legitimately worried. “Where would I go?”

His brows hitched up. “Well, I came out of the bathroom, and you were gone. I figured I could catch up to you in a hot second, but you weren’t on the path. Did you go somewhere else before you came back here?”

“I just cut over to the view there on the hill, right through the trees,” I explained, gesturing vaguely in the direction. I was spinning inside, secretly thrilled he’d been worried.

“How about not scaring me like that again?”

Annoyance flashed inside. “Scaring you? You hardly talked to me at dinner and wouldn’t even look at me. Plus, it’s maybe two minutes through the trees. I don’t see what the big deal is.”

“Okay, let’s start with that,” he returned. “It’s dark, and we’re in the woods, right at the edge of a big ole chunk of wilderness. There are plenty of snakes around for you to step on, you might come across a bear or …”

I burst out laughing. Because it was that ridiculous. “Oh, my God! You have got to be kidding me. I am perfectly fine, Lucas. Now that you can see that with your very own eyes, why don’t you tell me why you wouldn’t even look at me at dinner?” I asked, resting a hand on my hip.

He leaned his head back, his shoulders rising and falling with a deep breath. When he leveled his gaze with mine again, my skin prickled all over. My nipples tightened, my sex clenched, and my belly executed a little flip.

Oh. My.

“Valentina, I was not purposely ignoring you. I was trying to keep myself in check. In case you missed the memo, you’re fucking gorgeous, the kind of gorgeous that makes men a little crazy. Me, in particular.”

Stepping closer, he reached for my hand. I didn’t know what I expected, but I didn’t expect him to place it over the hard, hot length of his arousal. “This,” he said, the word coming out dark and heavy, weighted with something, “is what I’ve been dealing with ever since I sat down beside you at dinner.”

“Oh.”

I couldn’t help it. I curled my palm over the length of him and slid my hand up and down lightly.

His breath hissed through his teeth. “Dammit, woman. You are going to fucking kill me.” At that, he yanked my hand away, holding it fast in his as he turned, pulling me swiftly behind him.

We stumbled into my cabin. Lucas kicked the door shut behind us, spinning me around. My back bumped against the door right before his lips collided with mine.

He had kissed me enough that I thought I had a sense of what his kisses were like. This kiss took everything to an entirely new level.

He devoured my mouth. This kiss was commanding, demanding, and left me reeling. It spun me so forcefully into the desire between us I thought my heart might pound its way out of my chest.

We broke apart roughly, both of us gulping in the air. Plastered against me, Lucas had every hard inch of him pressing into my softness. His eyes met mine, the dark desire in his gaze sending my belly into a free fall.

He closed his eyes for a moment. With his chest pressed to mine, I felt the rise and fall of his breath. When he opened his eyes again, his gaze was almost pained.

His voice was low and hot when he spoke. “Here’s the thing, Valentina. I want you. I’d like to fuck you right here, right now against this door. But you need to know that all you have to do is say the word and it stops. At any point. Do you understand?”

One of his hands cupped my cheek, his thumb tracing my jawline. I couldn’t imagine why he would think I would want to stop any of this, yet I sensed it was important to him that I understand. I could barely think through the blood rushing through my ears with every beat of my heart. I managed a shallow breath.

“I understand,” I whispered.

The stark tension in the lines of his face eased slightly. He took another breath before taking a step back. I instantly missed the feel of him pressed against me. There was something simultaneously overpowering and protective about him.

I loved it.

Sliding a hand down over my shoulder, he caught one of my hands in his and tugged me away from the door. As we stood at the foot of the bed, I wondered how to get from this to whatever was next.

I suddenly remembered the mortifying chain of events that set this into motion. My hot pink vibrator. It was still sitting in the top drawer of my dresser. The Bible my mother had given me was in the bottom drawer, safely quarantined from the vibrator.

Impatient, I reached for him. Leaning forward, I dropped kisses along the side of his neck, and I thought he might let me have my way—my way being to hurry things along and get to the good stuff.

But, oh no. He gave me a moment, loosening his grip on the reins of this encounter just enough for me to drag my tongue along the salty skin of his neck.

He threaded his hand in my hair, his fingers cupping my nape. He exerted just enough pressure to force me to lift my head and look at him.

“Not yet,” he said gruffly.

In all my life, I never paid much attention to the way a man’s voice sounded or how it made me feel. Perhaps that was because no man had ever made me feel the way Lucas did. When his voice had that slightly roughened edge to it, the timbre low and deep, it sent shivers chasing over the surface of my skin.

I was about to ask a question, but he shut me right up with a kiss. I didn’t mind that. Not at all.

Lucas could kiss me forever.

He angled my head to the side and stepped closer, his other hand gliding down my back in a path of burning heat. He cupped my bottom, his arousal rocking into me as he held me tight against him.

I moaned into our kiss, and he tore his lips from mine, almost savagely. I didn’t hear what he said because his lips were on my skin, but I was pretty sure he growled my name.

I forgot everything—everything but the feeling of him surrounding me. His hands mapped my body as his lips teased me with kisses on my neck, trailing over my collarbone into the little dip at the base of my throat, and back to my mouth.

He drew back, tracing along the V of my T-shirt, cupping a breast lightly as he watched me. I couldn’t help but clench my thighs together, anything to ease the throb there.

Stepping back slightly, he lifted the hem of my T-shirt, his hands sliding up my sides. “Arms up,” he murmured.

I obeyed immediately, a little thrill skittering through me when I saw his mouth curl up slightly at one corner. My T-shirt fell to the floor. Without a word, he flicked the clasp between my breasts. I shimmied my shoulders, my bra sliding off and falling to the floor. I wanted him to touch my bare skin, but he didn’t. Not yet.

He hooked his hands over the stretchy waistband of my skirt, dragging it over my hips slowly. He deftly caught the edges of my panties, bringing them down over my legs where they fell with my skirt in a rumple at my ankles.

I looked down, and a little giggle escaped. I was naked, save for a pair of blue tennis shoes and socks to match. When I looked up, I found Lucas smiling slightly. At the sight of his smile, my belly spun in flips.


Chapter Nineteen


Valentina

Lucas crouched at my feet, bending on one knee. As I looked down at his dark, mussed hair, he deftly untied my shoes. I stepped out of each one and kicked them loose to the side along with my skirt and panties. I didn’t know if he forgot about my socks or just didn’t care, but he straightened swiftly. He stopped and stared at me for a moment, the heat of his gaze making my entire skin flush. I was so wet, the insides of my thighs were damp.

I wanted to see him.

To touch him.

To feel him.

Stepping closer, I curled my hand around the hem of his shirt and drew it up. He reached behind his neck and yanked his shirt off, slinging it to the floor behind him.

I sighed in delight, dipping my head and dropping a kiss in the center of his chest. I wanted to eat him up, but he didn’t give me a chance. Once again, he took control of the situation.

He lifted me with ease, sliding my hips onto the bed and smoothly pushing my knees apart to stand between them. Then, his lips were on mine again. He tugged my hips to the edge of the mattress and trailed his fingers through my drenched folds.

Meanwhile, his lips made their way from my mouth to my earlobe, sending a hot shiver through me, and down along my shoulder to capture one of my nipples in the warm suction of his mouth. As he teased my nipples, he sank one finger and then another into my channel.

I was breathless, awash in sensation with my hips rocking into his touch and my fingers tangling in his hair. I fell back on one palm, arching into him as his lips mapped their way across my abdomen. I felt the tickle of his beard on the inside of my thighs, a hot kiss on the hypersensitive skin there, and then his tongue licking through my folds.

I was nearly incoherent, gasping, occasionally murmuring his name, and pleading. He didn’t draw it out too long tonight. He fucked me deeply with his fingers, his tongue swirling around my clit before he gave it a gentle suck. Pleasure struck me, a sharp, hot, piercing brand right there at my core before it scattered through me.

When he rose, I whimpered because I didn’t want this to stop. Ever.

The weight of dragging my eyes open took an effort. My belly clenched tight, need boiling inside again at the look on his face. Dark and intent, he seared me with his gaze, and my mouth went dry. The lamp in the corner cast a soft glow on his bronzed skin. His fingers were damp from the juices of my arousal. I could feel them where they rested on my hip.

“So fucking hot,” he murmured.

I tore at the buttons on his jeans. His cock sprang free, a pearly white bead dripping from the tip. I wanted to taste it, so I did. Leaning forward, I caught it with my tongue. I glanced up through my eyelashes, expecting him to have something to say. I might not be an expert, far from it, but I already knew he liked to control the pace.

His eyes were on me, the rapid rise and fall of his chest, giving me a little thrill of power. I could tell he was controlled, his fingers tensing slightly where they rested on me.

Shifting closer, I swirled my tongue around the tip, a sense of satisfaction rolling through me when his breath hissed through his teeth. Then he took control. Again.

“Not now. Your sexy mouth is going to make me forget my promise.” The intent contained in his words sent another wash of heat through me.

He stepped back, and I watched as he reached in his rear pocket, flicking out his wallet and a condom. Everything happened quickly as anticipation coiled so tightly inside, and I thought I might burst into flames.

After kicking his jeans off, he rolled on the condom in no time. The mattress dipped with his weight as he stretched out beside me, lifting me farther up on the bed until the pillows were cool against my shoulders. Although little aftershocks from my climax were still rippling through me, anticipation and need were already building inside again like a tide rolling in and out.

As he came against me, his skin was hot and slightly damp. His features were cast in shadow as he brushed my hair away from my face. I was restless, rolling against him and stringing kisses everywhere my mouth could land.

With practiced ease, he took the reins out of my hands by pressing my knees apart. With his lips on mine, I was tumbling right back into the swirl of sensation.

He stilled, and I opened my eyes. I was about to protest, but he beat me to it. “Now would be the time for you to let me know if you want to stop.”

I shook my head sharply. “No,” I said forcefully.

His eyes searched my face, so I clarified my answer for good measure. “Don’t stop.”

His mouth kicked up at a corner, and he closed his eyes briefly before dipping his head and dropping hot kisses just behind my ear. His weight came fully over me, his hips settling into the cradle of mine. My body acted on instinct, my knees shifting open wider, inviting him in. I ached to the point of desperation. I needed him to fill me.

I felt his cock slide against my folds. He was long and hard—velvet steel. My hips rocked into him, and I let out a little gasp when he slid over my clit, still so sensitive from my climax.

“Tell me if I go too fast,” he said, lifting his head briefly from where he had been teasing one of my nipples.

I was so overtaken with sensation that I couldn’t even track where his touch was. It felt as if he surrounded me completely in a shimmering web of desire and pleasure.

I nodded my head jerkily, my eyes falling closed on a whimper when he rocked his hips into me again. He barely shifted between my knees, adjusting the angle of his hips. I felt the thick crown of him press into me as he moved at a controlled pace. He sank into me slowly, inch by inch. At first, the sensation was one of pressure. And then, there was a subtle burn. My body went tight, and Lucas froze. I felt him looking at me, but I couldn’t even open my eyes.

“Too much?” he asked.

I didn’t want to wait and rocked into him. There was a sharp, stinging pain as he was suddenly inside me, filling me completely.

I opened my eyes to find his concerned gaze staring back at me. “Valentina, are you …?”

His question trailed to nothing when I shook my head. “I’m fine,” I insisted.

After several deep breaths, I felt myself relaxing around him. It did hurt, but I was also completely fine. That sensation of fullness was profound. Even through the pain, it was what my body wanted. It slaked the pressure multiplying and intensifying in my core. He held still.

The soft sound of our breaths soothed me. I could feel his heart pounding, hard and fast, against mine. After another moment, my hips shifted restlessly. Every nerve ending felt as if it were on fire. Arching up, I pressed kisses along his collarbone. He leaned down briefly and caught my lips in a kiss, his tongue slicking against mine before he drew back, his head falling into the dip of my shoulder.

I loved the feel of him filling me, the stretch and burn of it, and his weight over me. I felt encompassed by him—his strength and his raw masculinity banging up against his quiet tenderness.


Chapter Twenty


Lucas

Sheathed inside Valentina’s slick, tight, hot core, it was all I could do to go slow. She felt so damn good. Her hips shifted restlessly under me. She’d torn the doors off my heart. Every step of the way, she took the edge, pushing a little farther, again and again.

“Valentina,” I choked out, “hold still.”

“I can’t,” she said, the low moan coming from the back of her throat nearly undoing me.

I breathed in the scent of her, along the side of her neck, savoring the feel of her skin under my lips.

My cock was so hard it physically hurt. The next time she arched into me, I drew back slowly, expecting her to tense up again. She did slightly, but she flexed into me. The slide back inside her was delicious.

“You feel so fucking good,” I murmured, my voice slurred. If it was possible to be intoxicated on desire, I was.

I was supposed to be the one with experience. Hell, I knew I was jaded. I was cynical.

Yet here I was, brought to my knees in every way by a virgin. The depth of her response to me, her artlessness, slayed me. I’d had enough experience to know I was ruined.

With her red curls framing her face, her soft skin sliding against mine, and both of us sticky from the heat, I was drowning. She had freckles everywhere, and I wanted to kiss every single one. And the sounds she made? Sweet Jesus. When I heard the little catch in her throat, it made my heart speed up every time.

I clung to my control because I was going to make sure she found her release before I did. It might kill me first, but I was determined.

I kept the pace slow and the roll of my hips into hers subtle. The pull and glide of her core nudged me closer and closer to the edge of my control.

I opened my eyes. I had to see her fly apart. I propped myself up on my elbow, adjusting my angle as I reached between us to tease my fingers right at the point of our joining. Her clit was swollen and wet. Her eyes opened wide, and she cried out, her channel clenching hard on my cock.

My own release had been building, so tight inside. I finally let go, drawing out of her once more and doing my damnedest to control my surge inside her. Even then, I knew it was rough. Electricity sizzled at the base of my spine as my balls tightened. Everything spun loose and harsh pleasure thundered through my body.

I shifted my weight to the side, rolling so that Valentina was resting on me. I was fucking laid flat. By her. I felt wrecked and washed ashore as I tried to catch my breath and make sense of what just happened.

I was still inside her and could feel occasional ripples from the aftershocks of her climax. I didn’t realize it, but I was idly sifting my fingers through her hair, the silky locks sliding in loops.

After a few moments, I felt her lift her head. Opening my eyes, I found her wide gaze waiting for me. Her cheeks were still flushed, and her lips swollen from our kisses.

That was all it took. Just one look and I wanted her.

Again.

I wasn’t accustomed to feeling like this. I’d wager I never had. This was different. It stirred deep waters, sliding into the dark corners of my heart that I thought would stay permanently cast in shadow.

At first, Valentina’s gaze was contemplative, but a little glint flashed in her eyes. I felt her smile coming before I saw it.

“That was perfect,” she said.

I’d admit, I felt damn good. I felt my lips twitching. Instead of fighting it, I gave in with a chuckle, untangling my hand from the ends of her hair and tucking several curls behind her ear.

She startled me by pressing on her hands and rising up. Sweet hell. Valentina sitting astride me just might kill me. Her rosy pink nipples and those freckles—oh my God, those freckles. I loved every single one.

“Easy,” I murmured when she shifted, and I saw the slightest bit of a hint of pain pass across her features.

Valentina twisted her lips and cocked her head to the side. “You’re bossy.”

I laughed. I couldn’t remember the last time I laughed with a woman like that. Maybe not ever.


Chapter Twenty-One


Lucas

Rain struck my cheeks, coming down fast and hard. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and the sky lit up with a bolt of lightning, bright enough to illuminate the mountain ridge nearby.

“You got that?” I called over to Dawson.

“Got it,” he replied, his words barely audible through the downpour.

The storm had rolled in late this afternoon. Slashing winds brought a tree down across the highway and into the path of a car. Dawson and I were both on duty for the crew this weekend. We’d driven out to the accident scene together to rendezvous with the EMT team and the police.

By some miracle, the three passengers in the car didn’t appear injured; however, they were definitely trapped. Our chief had called ahead to get the power cut here because on its way down, the tree had knocked out two power lines.

I was frankly surprised the power hadn’t gone out on its own. From the looks of the sky earlier, I’d known this storm was going to be bad. It wasn’t even dark yet, but it might as well have been.

Dawson and I were tasked with getting this tree off the vehicle and out of the way. We were using a series of ropes with an assist from a man who lived nearby and had stopped with his chainsaw. Dawson deftly tied the rope I had tossed over around one of the massive limbs before he stepped back and gave it a good yank.

We worked in the heavy rain with thunder and lightning rumbling around us for a solid hour. When all was said and done, the parents and their young son were more scared than anything else. The tree had fallen across the front of the car, cracking the side of the windshield and crushing part of the roof, but otherwise, it missed them entirely.

Dawson and I drove back to Stolen Hearts Lodge a while later, drenched and tired. He took off to his cabin because he stayed here full-time, unlike me. He didn’t waste much time before he gave me a wave and jogged into the trees.

I stood in the rain with my bag over my shoulder for a moment, undecided. I was technically staying in a small room in the offices above the vet clinic. It was perfectly comfortable. Jackson had it set up for when he needed to monitor animals after surgery. Comfort aside, I didn’t want to go there.

I wanted to go straight to Valentina, but I didn’t know if she would be in her cabin yet, and I didn’t know if that was pushing things too far, too fast. Before I consciously made my decision, my feet made it for me, turning in the rain and striding toward Valentina’s cabin. With darkness falling, I didn’t expect anyone to notice me out here. Conveniently, for my sake, Dawson’s cabin was in a different direction.

A few minutes later, I lifted my head, looking through the blur of the rain to see the light on the porch of her cabin beckoning me. I couldn’t tell just yet if she was here. I knew from last night she left a light on inside.

Jogging the remaining distance, I stepped onto the porch and gave my head a shake. After a quick knock and no answer, I let out a sigh, brushing away a drop of rain rolling down my cheek.

The last time I felt comfortable just walking into some woman’s place when she wasn’t there was back when I was dating Melissa in college. Even though I’d gone on to marry Melissa and we had Rylie, I could safely say I hadn’t felt the kind of intensity for her that Valentina elicited.

Simply contemplating that reality almost sent me running, yet the force of my draw to Valentina was too damn powerful. I couldn’t seem to make my feet move and do the practical thing, the not-fucking-crazy thing and walk back to the vet clinic to stay there.

Just as I was considering what to do, I heard my name. With the sound of rain drumming on the roof above, I could hardly hear. Looking through the trees, I saw Valentina approaching through the rain. It was the hottest part of summer, yet the rain was still cool. Valentina didn’t even have a jacket on.

Her T-shirt was plastered to her, and her curls were flat. It wasn’t too far of a walk from the lodge to here, but it was a true downpour. Lightning cracked, lighting up the sky and illuminating her.

An unfamiliar sense of protectiveness hit me like a bolt, crackling like lightning. Before I knew it, I dropped my bag and stepped off the porch, running to meet her. I didn’t like that she was soaked, not with the lightning and the thunder vibrating around us in this hell of a storm.

Just as the sky lit up again, I reached her. And she smiled. My heart felt as if a ray of sun was shining on it.

“What are you doing?” I asked as I basically dragged her back with me onto the porch.

Out of the rain, Valentina brushed her hand across her forehead and looked up at me through her eyelashes. “Walking home,” she said, stating the quite obvious fact. “What are you doing?”

“Coming to see you.”

My eyes, because they were greedy, dipped down to see her nipples pressing against her wet T-shirt, and I suddenly wondered who else had seen her.

Dude, what the hell?

That was my skeptical mind, my cynical mind. Because it made absolutely no fucking sense for me to be wondering who had seen Valentina like this. Logically, she left the lodge perfectly dry and got wet on her walk home. Given the rain, no one was hanging around to ogle anyone. Except perhaps me.

It was just that I didn’t want anybody else to be aware of how perfect her breasts were, particularly when outlined by drenched cotton.

“Come on,” she murmured, slipping her hand through my elbow and giving me a little tug. Snagging my bag, I let her lead me into her cabin.

If she had any thoughts about me unexpectedly showing up, she didn’t share them. We stepped inside, and I looked over at her. She was shivering. The cool air conditioning inside was chilly.

Rubbing her hands up and down her arms, she strode toward the bathroom, peeling her clothes off on the way. Dropping my bag by the bed, I wasn’t even thinking when I found myself following her. I paused long enough to kick off my boots and hang my raincoat by the door. Wordlessly, I stepped into the bathroom to find her naked and leaning into the shower to turn it on.

I was hard instantly. I wanted her.

So. Damn. Fiercely.

She was unlike any woman I’d ever known. Her refreshing openness, her comfort with herself just how she was.

“You need a shower too,” she observed, stepping close to me.

I dipped my head because there was a freckle I wanted to kiss on her shoulder. My lips traveled, finding that sweet spot in the little dip above her collarbone.

She let out a soft sound in the back of her throat, and it electrified me. Although I could see the wild flutter of her pulse in her neck, she was all business, swiftly unbuttoning my jeans as steam began to fill the room. I nudged my chin toward the shower because it was clear she was still cold with her skin covered in goose bumps.

“Get in the shower. I’ll be right behind you.”

That was how I found myself in the shower with sexy, sweet Valentina. With bubbles rolling over her skin and steam billowing around us, I couldn’t help myself. The moment we started kissing, I was done for.

With the feel of her luscious curves pressed against me, all slick and soapy, it was an act of pure discipline to keep from fucking her hard against the tile wall. All made worse by the fact she threw herself into it. Kissing Valentina was like getting caught in a wave, dragged straight into the riptide of desire.

She wasn’t shy, not even a little, as her hands mapped my body, squeezing my ass and nearly pushing me over the edge when she curled her palm around my cock and stroked up and down. Scrambling for control, I spun us to the side, pressing her back against the tile. Bending low, I sucked a nipple in my mouth, teasing the other between my thumb and forefinger.

Every little sound she made was a light lash of the whip cracking at the lust driving me. Still toying with her nipples, I slipped my fingers through her damp curls, finding the core of her hot and slick with arousal. Mindful she might be sore, I teased my fingers through her folds lightly before sliding one finger inside. I heard the sound of her head falling against the tile behind her and lifted her knee, hooking it over my shoulder as I knelt and brought my mouth to her.

I breathed in the salty, musky scent of her, slowly licking over the opening of her swollen pink folds. With the hot water falling down around us, I added another finger to the first. Settling in, I nearly made myself crazy by bringing her to the edge again and again with my mouth and fingers.

“Lucas,” she gasped, tugging at my hair.

I paused, glancing up. Her skin was flushed all over from the heat of the shower. Her red hair was wet and dark, falling down around her shoulders as the water ran over her. I ached, so swollen with need for her. But that was not how I’d find my release tonight.

“Oh my God, don’t stop!” she muttered, her hips rocking forward.

I didn’t need to be told what to do, but I loved having her do it. I returned to my task of devouring her. Another swirl of my tongue around her clit with my fingers buried deeply in her core, and I felt it when she snapped, her entire body going taut as she cried out my name.

I drew away slowly and stood. When she opened her eyes, I kissed her. Because I couldn’t stop myself.

She sighed into our kiss, her hand sliding up my chest and curling around my neck. Before I knew it, she had my cock in her hands and was shimmying down. I opened my mouth to say something, to make sure she knew this wasn’t about returning the favor, but then I looked down. Through the curtain of water, I saw her blue eyes bright and her mouth curling in a slight smile, and I couldn’t form a single word.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Valentina

With my own climax still sending little aftershocks of pleasure through me, I swirled my tongue around the tip of Lucas’s cock. I wasn’t about to let him stop me tonight.

Beyond photographs—and trust me, there were plenty to be found online—his was the only cock I’d seen in the flesh. It was glorious—long, thick, and hard, the skin velvety under my touch. There was a hint of salt to the taste of him. I heard the low groan from his throat and smiled as I settled in to explore every inch of him.

He pulsed under my touch as I spun my tongue around the head and then drew him into my mouth, taking him in as far as I could until the thick crown bumped the back of my throat. His hand tangled in my wet hair. I had no idea what I was doing, but it didn’t seem to matter. It seemed quite simple—lick, suck, stroke. Over and over again.

With Lucas gasping my name on a low growl, I kept at it. His hand gripped my hair tightly, and the sting on my scalp felt good. I savored every moment of this. I intended to wring every drop out of the experience I could.

I guessed I would only get so many opportunities like this with him because he seemed conflicted about us. It was good I didn’t expect anything from him.

When I took him in deeply again, sliding my fist down as I tested the weight of his balls in my hand, I felt his entire body tighten. He murmured something, drawing my gaze up just as he pulled back swiftly, fisting his cock. His release spilled onto my breasts, washing off immediately with the water still raining down around us.

I straightened, feeling my smile stretch across my face. Lucas’s head had fallen back against the tile, but his eyes were still on me. He shook his head slowly, a grin tugging at the corners of his mouth.

“Jesus, Valentina,” he murmured as he lifted a hand. He was almost lazy in his motion, sliding it up to cup the back of my head as he brought my lips to his again.

The kiss was brief but hot. I loved the feel of him. Even when he relaxed, his body was all hardened muscle. I belatedly realized what my father would’ve had to say about Lucas’s comment and giggled.

Lucas reached around me, lathering his hands with the soap. Then his touch was sliding over me, soaping me all over.

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

“I was just thinking what my father would say when you used the Lord’s name in vain. I don’t even care.” Another giggle escaped.

Lucas’s eyes widened slightly, and he laughed, throwing his head back. I wiped my hands in the soap on my body and returned the favor, smearing the bubbles on him.

“What’s so funny?” I repeated his question.

“Darlin’, I’m laughing at the same thing as you. If you wanted a man who didn’t use the Lord’s name in vain, I am not that man.”

“Good thing that’s not the kind of man I want,” I murmured.

His gaze sobered. “Please, please don’t tell me you were searching out some wild guy to show you the dark side.”

“No.” I nudged him with my elbow. “It’s not like that, it’s just …” I paused, letting out a little sigh. “I love my parents, and they mean well, but sometimes, it’s all a bit much. I don’t really think God cares if people swear.”

Something flickered in his gaze, and he nodded slowly. “I agree on that point.”

I didn’t know what happened at that moment, but Lucas pulled back slightly. Not in the physical sense, but I could feel him practically slamming down shields around himself.

I did what I always did when I wasn’t sure about something. I just carried on and kept my thoughts to myself. I wanted to ask him questions, but while I might not be an expert at relationships, I knew when the timing wasn’t right.

*     *     *

Days later, I leaned my elbows on the table, glancing at Evie and Grace. Sitting across from me, Dani caught my eyes, rolling her eyes so hard I wouldn’t have been surprised if they fell out. We were at Wake & Bake, a local café in downtown Stolen Hearts Valley.

With a sigh, she glanced back and forth between Evie and Grace. “I can’t believe y’all are still upset with each other.”

Evie crossed her arms and cast a glare at Grace. “Well, she’s just being ridiculous. It was a joke.”

“I feel like I’m missing something here,” I interjected as I paused to take a sip of my coffee.

Dani sighed again. “Here’s the short history. They’ve been friends forever. Evie gave Grace some grief about her high school boyfriend moving back to town. Grace didn’t appreciate it. The end.”

Grace cast her eyes to Evie. “I might’ve overreacted.”

Evie twisted her bracelet. “And he’s been gone for so long that I forgot it was a sore subject. I shouldn’t have teased you about him.”

When I glanced at Grace, I saw the pain reflected in her eyes and sensed that perhaps whomever this man was, he meant quite a bit to her. I wasn’t about to share my observation right now, though. It certainly didn’t seem to be the time.

Grace took a big breath and nodded. “Well, it’s not like I talk about it.”

“Oh, don’t worry, I won’t forget because I hate when you don’t talk to me. I mean, it’s only been a day or so, but …” Evie said with a slow grin.

Grace rolled her eyes. “Ditto. Does this mean I can ask you to do my hair?”

I’d learned Evie was a rocking hairdresser on the side. Evie’s eyes lit up. “Oh, yes! Can we use the staff kitchen? I want to practice the rainbow colors if you’ll let me.”

Grace’s smile was wide. “Of course!”

Their eyes swung to Dani. Before they could even ask anything, she answered, “Of course. The hair dye has to stay in the utility sink, though. Nowhere near the restaurant kitchen. Are we clear?”

“Abso-freaking-lutely,” Evie replied with a vigorous nod.

Dani glanced at them with a smile as the owner, Nancy Hill, arrived to check on us. “How’re y’all doing over here?”

“I could use a little more coffee,” I replied, lifting my mug.

Of course, she had a coffeepot in her hand and promptly topped off every coffee mug on the table. After we ordered a variety basket of bakery goods, Nancy hurried off. Wake & Bake Café was a cute little place, apparently named back when Nancy and her husband, Dan, enjoyed smoking pot when they were younger and thought the name was the perfect pun for a café.

I loved coming here with the girls from the lodge, and we tried to make the trip about once a week or so. The café was in the middle of downtown. Stolen Hearts Valley had a cute little main street with a mix of old and new buildings. The café was housed in an old Colonial home, a small square house with a bright blue roof. Wide plank hardwood flooring, soft cream-colored walls, and tall windows created an inviting, open space. Small round tables were scattered in the front with a counter for ordering at the back.

After Nancy delivered our bakery goodies, our conversation returned to Grace’s hair.

“So you’re really okay with me trying the rainbow colors?” Evie asked, her eyes bright.

“Yup. I want it to be subtle, though, like it’s just shimmering in the light.”

“I am all over this.” Evie popped a small muffin in her mouth and grinned.

“I think we should make it an event,” Dani added.

“An event?” I queried.

Dani grinned. “We make it a girls’ night, hang out in the back together, and have wine.”

I lifted one of my curls, eyeing the color. Before I could even voice my contemplation aloud, Evie chimed in, “Don’t even think about it. Your color is incredible, and your curls are amazing. Normally, I am all over figuring out something fun, but I can’t do anything that will top your natural state. I guess you could shorten it, but even that seems like a shame. Your hair is glorious.”

She reached over from where she sat at an angle across from me, catching the end of one of my curls. Pulling it all the way out, she grinned as it bounced back against my shoulder when she released it. “Amazing.”

I spun a curl around my fingers. “But it might be fun to try something different.”

Dani shook her head. “Don’t. Evie’s right; your hair is amazing.”

“I guess if you were bored, you could straighten it for the fun of it. But only something temporary,” Grace suggested.

I sipped my coffee. “Fine. I actually like my hair, but it’ll be fun to see how yours turns out and have a girls’ night.”

“You don’t have to be the one getting your hair done for that,” Dani said, nudging me with her shoulder. “Any time the rest of us go under Evie’s scissors or coloring magic, you’ll be there for all the fun.”

I took a breath, letting it out slowly. “I’m so glad I got this job.”

“We are too,” Dani replied swiftly as Evie and Grace nodded in agreement.

Nancy passed by, quickly filling our mugs and carrying on. At that moment, the door to the café opened with Jackson stepping through, immediately followed by Lucas.

The moment my eyes landed on Lucas, heat bloomed from my core and radiated outward. Almost as if he knew I was there, Lucas’s gaze cast across the room, coming to a stop when he saw me. I’d read my share of romance novels, and one of those moments happened.

For several beats, it felt as if we were alone, the murmur of voices around us falling away. Although he was a good twenty feet away, I could feel the heat of his gaze from across the room, a sizzle shimmering through the air between us. His gaze dropped from mine when Jackson said something to him.

When I brought my attention back to the table, I found three pairs of extremely curious eyes waiting for me. I knew my cheeks were probably red enough to match my hair, so I quickly stuffed one of the tiny muffins in my mouth, chewing rapidly to give myself something to do.

“Wow, that was a look,” Evie observed, unabashedly looking from me to over at Lucas. I was relieved he and Jackson had stepped up to the counter and were ordering.

“It sure was,” Grace added. “Is there something going on with you and Lucas?”

Seeing as Dani knew a little bit, but certainly not all of it, I figured there was no sense in lying. I lifted one of my shoulders in a shrug, striving to be casual. “Maybe.”

“Maybe?” Evie leaned forward on her elbows. “This is huge.”

“Why is it huge?” I asked.

Grace arched a brow, pursing her lips slightly. “Lucas doesn’t get involved with anyone. I don’t know if it’s personal, but ever since everything went down …” she began before looking at Dani.

“She knows,” Dani chimed in, answering Grace’s unspoken question. “They’re about to walk over here, so let’s not make it a thing.”

Evie leaned back in her chair, nodding solemnly. “Of course not.”

“All right, when are we doing the hair dye thing because we are getting the scoop on this?” Grace asked.

“Tomorrow,” Evie said just as Jackson and Lucas turned away from the counter with coffee cups in their hands and walked in our direction.

I had no idea how to handle these situations. I didn’t know what to call what was happening with Lucas and me because I’d never navigated the waters of casual social interactions when it involved a man who knew me intimately.

It didn’t help that my pulse had gone haywire and butterflies were spinning in circles in my belly. It also didn’t help that I could hardly breathe. You’d think breathing would be something I could handle. I shouldn’t have to think about it.

I hoped they were only coming over to say hello, but that hope clashed with the wish that Lucas would walk over and kiss me and maybe even declare to the world he loved me. That was how out of my element I was. I was having fantasies about love when we barely talked about anything.

It had been several days since our last night together over the weekend. There had been the shower night and another night when he sent me flying more than once. I wondered how I had survived without sex this far in my life. He had even sweet-talked me into trying out my pink vibrator with him.

Just thinking about it now made me blush. I didn’t know if I could blush any harder at this rate. Even my toenails were probably flushed. I took a fortifying sip of my coffee, catching one of my curls in my fingers and twirling it.

The couple sitting at the table beside us happened to get up just as Jackson and Lucas arrived. “Hey there, mind if we grab your table?” Jackson asked.

“Of course not, we’re leaving,” the man said.

Jackson and Lucas sat down, mere feet away from us. It so happened that Lucas was seated opposite me. Although I told myself not to look directly at him, of course my eyes went right there. Because I couldn’t help it. It had only been days since the weekend had ended, but I missed him, and it didn’t make any sense.

“Well, hey boys,” Dani said, immediately starting the conversation.

Lucas’s eyes collided with mine again, lingering briefly, the heat in his gaze nearly taking my breath away.

“Hey in return,” Jackson replied. “Was wondering where you were.”

Dani cocked her head to the side. “I do occasionally leave the restaurant, you know.”

Lucas glanced at her, his lips kicking up in a slight smile. “Shocking.”

Jackson grinned. “We’re headed to a meeting at the station and stopped for coffee on the way. Mind if I snag one of those?” he asked, gesturing to the basket of muffins.

“Of course not,” Evie replied, sliding the basket to the edge of the table.

Jackson and Lucas helped themselves, and the conversation carried on around me. I was finding it quite difficult to have Lucas this close and be surrounded by friends, basically forcing me to be socially appropriate. Although I didn’t know what I would’ve done if we’d been alone.

With a mental shake, I sipped my coffee and managed to articulate polite responses during the conversation. Jackson and Lucas stood after a few moments, saying their goodbyes. I felt silly because I wanted to get up and follow Lucas right now and ask him when I could see him again. But that was the thing. He had other priorities, and they didn’t always include nights with me.

I managed what I thought to be a socially appropriate goodbye to both of them, watching as they walked out. Just as Lucas reached the door, he glanced back, and it felt as if a flame licked through the air between us. With just a look, he had me hot and bothered all over again.

After the door closed behind him, I almost choked on my next sip of coffee when Evie turned to me, her brows hitching up. “Whoa. Something is totally going on.”

Dani narrowed her eyes. “If Lucas has the hots for her, so be it.”

In a funny way, I almost wanted to let this keep rolling, if only because I could use the collective wisdom of about a thousand women at this point.

I caught Dani’s eye. “I don’t mind.”

“You sure? Because you will hear more about this than you ever wanted.”

My cheeks were still hot from that searing look from Lucas. I shrugged again. “So what? Here’s the thing, we kissed and maybe more.”

Dani’s eyes widened. “I think I missed half the story.”

Meanwhile, Grace and Evie leaned forward together, waiting for me to fill in the blanks. As much as I wanted advice, I wasn’t going to tell them everything. Somehow, it felt too private, too intimate. I felt protective of Lucas and had no idea what to do with that.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Lucas

That evening I sat on the couch, watching Rylie carefully assemble a puzzle. Her dark hair was pulled up in a ponytail held in place with a bright pink elastic. She was a combination of feminine and tomboy and had been ever since she had a preference. Pink was her absolute favorite color, and she loved overalls and trucks. Today, she was wearing a modified pair of overalls cut into shorts with a tank top underneath. They hung loosely over her thin frame. It didn’t seem to matter how much she ate, she stayed skinny. I’d even asked her doctor about it at her checkup last month, but she had assured me Rylie was just fine.

“Daddy, this one?” she asked, holding up a piece.

I leaned forward, eyeing the puzzle. The piece she held was white with a dash of red. Jade sat on the floor on the other side of the coffee table and snorted slightly. “Good luck with that one. I tried to find its spot too.”

Scanning the puzzle, I narrowed down an area and pointed, watching as Rylie studied it carefully for another moment before gleefully fitting the piece into a section.

I flicked my eyes up to the clock. “About time for dinner. You ready?” I asked.

Rylie looked up, her ponytail bouncing when she nodded. “Yes! What are we having?”

I slid my gaze to Jade who replied, “Your favorite potato casserole, sweet pea. Come on.” She stood, holding her hand out for Rylie as I pushed up from the couch and walked toward the kitchen.

“Wash your hands first,” I called as Rylie broke free and started to run to the small round table beside the kitchen. She immediately changed course, veering down the hallway in the back.

“You staying?” I asked as Jade reached my side and leaned against the end of the island.

“Not tonight. I promised I’d cover a shift at Lost Deer Bar.”

“Please don’t tell me you need the money because I’ll insist on paying you more if you do.” The oven timer buzzed right then, and I turned away.

“I don’t need the money. I’m just doing a favor.” Rylie returned from the bathroom, wiping her hands on her overalls. “Gotta go,” Jade said as she knelt and held her arms out.

Rylie skidded to a stop, swinging her arms around Jade’s neck and planting a noisy kiss on her cheek. “Good night, JJ.”

Jade straightened before casting a quick wink and a wave my way as she hooked her purse over her arm.

Some nights, it was damn tempting to sit on the couch and watch television when Rylie and I had dinner, but I didn’t want that to be the only way we spent time together. We were about halfway through dinner when my emergency cell phone buzzed.

Rylie knew what that meant. “You have to go, Daddy. Should I go with you?” she asked.

I kept my “oh fuck” silent as I looked over at her. I wasn’t even thinking when Jade left. Not that I’d have asked her to stay, but I was on duty tonight. I needed to call my mom and see if she could come over. “I’ll figure it out, sweet pea,” I replied, standing from the table and striding into the living room.

After calling in to confirm I’d be there as soon as I could, I quickly texted my mother only to get her reply that she was still running errands in Asheville and wouldn’t be able to make it back for an hour and a half. When we were backup on call, blessedly, part of the team was always on duty full-time, so we had some leeway to get there. That leeway didn’t extend to an hour and a half, though.

My next option would be Shay, Dani, or… My thoughts trailed off. My last option was Valentina. Before I even thought about it, I pulled up her number, and my thumbs were texting her. I couldn’t even admit I wanted her to come over. Because that meant a chance for me to see her.

I reasoned she clearly had experience with babysitting. All she would need to do tonight was the bedtime routine.

Me: Hey, it’s Lucas. I’m in a bit of a bind and could use a favor. I got a call out for the emergency team, and my usual babysitting sources are unavailable. Rylie loved when you helped out with Shay, so I was wondering if you might have a few hours tonight.

I hit send so fast I immediately wondered if I’d lost my mind. Though if I was being honest with myself, I’d lost my damn mind over Valentina weeks ago. Having her come to my house to babysit was another level of crazy.

I ran a hand through my hair, glancing at Rylie who was still steadily eating. She was a slow eater. Most of the time, I didn’t mind, but I’d had to teach myself patience for that. I tended to shovel food in my mouth. That was what happened when your life was a flat-out run just to keep up.

My phone buzzed in my palm, and I glanced down.

Valentina: Of course. Should I come to you?

My heart felt as if it were tumbling in my chest. Out of the blue, or so it seemed, my throat tightened with emotion. Of course Valentina would say yes. She was that kind of person. I doubted it would ever occur to her to say no. I was overjoyed at nothing more than her agreeing to babysit. My out-of-proportion response wasn’t something I could contemplate now.

Lifting my phone again, I tapped out my reply.

Me: Yes. If you don’t mind. I’m not sure what time I’ll be back. This way, Rylie can fall asleep here.

Valentina: OK, what’s your address?

Once again, my thumbs were ahead of the rest of me. I typed it out in a hot second with her reply coming just as quickly.

Valentina: Be there in about 15 minutes.

My mind was jangling with a mix of thoughts and emotions. I was fucking insane. But in the end, I needed someone to watch Rylie or to scrounge someone up to cover for me. My options at this hour were limited for both.

Dawson was often good in a pinch, but I knew he was probably already well into several beers at Lost Deer Bar. I returned to the table, slipping into the chair beside Rylie. She glanced up. “So what’s happening?” Happening was a new favorite word for her, a rather big word.

“Do you remember Valentina? The lady who was with Shay last week when I dropped you off?”

Rylie’s smile split wide. “Valentine. That’s her name, Daddy. You’re saying it wrong.”

I didn’t have the heart to correct her. Not that it mattered. I sincerely doubted Valentina would care one way or the other if Rylie called her Valentine.

“Well, she’s on her way over. She’ll stay to help you get ready for bed. You’ll probably be asleep when I get home. Do me a favor and finish up, okay?” I asked, nodding toward the few bites of potato casserole left on her plate.

Rylie carefully took her remaining bites, her feet drumming on the legs of her chair. I didn’t give myself much credit for it, what with my mom and my sister spending as much time with Rylie as me, but I was beyond relieved she was a social girl. She loved new people and tended to easily adjust as long as she was comfortable.

Not that I had many parents to talk with, but I’d heard my share of stories about screaming tantrums and refusals to go to bed and so on and so forth when babysitters were needed. Rylie had her moments, but they were rare. Her pediatrician had even commented on her laid-back temperament.

Despite my tangled feelings about Melissa, it still hurt she wasn’t here to see her little girl. Somehow, I doubted we would be together if she were, but she had a special daughter.

I shoveled the rest of my dinner in and stood to rinse our plates. Rylie hurried to her bedroom to pull out her favorite stuffed bear along with her two current favorite bedtime stories. When she returned to the living room, her ponytail even more lopsided now, there was a knock on the front door.

“I got it!” Rylie announced as she promptly dropped the bear and the books on the floor.

I turned, about to tell her to pick everything up, but then reconsidered. Not now.

Standing on her tiptoes, she turned the doorknob with both hands. I forced myself to wait in the kitchen because I knew the moment I saw Valentina, I would want to kiss her. Just like I did every time I saw her now. I needed to keep some distance between us to curb the temptation.

The door opened slowly without much momentum since Rylie was only so strong. A blast of humidity came in from outside. Valentina stood in the doorway, her hair more curly than usual, likely due to the lingering heat from the day.

“Hi, Valentine,” Rylie said, sweeping one of her hands in a wide arc.

“Hey, Rylie,” Valentina replied with a smile, kneeling to greet her.

Rylie’s smile went from ear to ear. As Valentina straightened, her eyes caught mine. I hadn’t quite adjusted to it, but I was learning that any time I saw Valentina, it was as if lightning jolted me, the air becoming heavy with a sizzle of electricity following.

I rounded the counter, still holding the dishtowel in my hands. “Thanks for coming over on such short notice,” I said as I stopped beside Rylie.

Rylie wasn’t paying the least bit of attention. She had already turned to gather up her stuffed bear and her two books, carting them over to the couch.

“No problem. Is there anything I should know before you go?” Valentina asked. Her eyes met mine briefly before bouncing away and sliding over to Rylie.

“Not much. She just had dinner. She’s got her bedtime routine down.” Setting the dishtowel on the counter, I walked over to the couch. Resting my hips onto the edge of it, I glanced at Rylie. “Why don’t you tell Valentina your bedtime routine?”

“Valentine,” Rylie corrected me.

I caught the twitch of Valentina’s lips, but she stayed quiet. I was far too aware of what she was wearing. It was entirely unremarkable. She had on a pair of stretchy leggings that fell to just below her knees, and cowboy boots paired with a gray T-shirt. Even though the fabric was loose, her breasts stretched across the front. I swallowed and looked away. I did not need to be lusting after my daughter’s short-notice babysitter.

Valentina tucked an errant curl behind her ear and sat down in a chair to one side of the couch. “Please tell me what your schedule is so we get it right.”

Rylie’s small fingers fiddled with the bear’s ear. “I need to brush my teeth and then after that, I wash my hands and change into my jammies. Then I get a bedtime story. Whoever’s here reads me the bedtime story, so that’s you tonight.”

Valentina grinned. “It sounds like you have it all lined out. What time do you usually brush your teeth?”

Rylie reached for my hand, turning it so she could look at the watch on my wrist. “Seven thirty.”

“All right. We have a schedule. I think I can handle that, and I’m guessing your dad needs to go.”

Rylie leaned over, burrowing her head into my shoulder. As she wrapped her arms around my waist, I held her close. “I do. You be a good girl, okay?”

Leaning away, she nodded, watching as I stood. Valentina stood with me.

“Is there anything else I need to know?” she asked as I strode toward the door where my go-bag was always waiting.

“Nah. That’s pretty much it. Bedtime usually isn’t an issue for her, so it should be fine.” I snagged my keys and slung my bag on my shoulder, glancing down at her. The urge to kiss her was almost overpowering, but we had an audience—a specific, very curious audience of one. “I’m not sure what time I’ll be back. As soon as I have an ETA, I’ll text.”

“I’ll stay as long as you need me.” At the last minute, she reached out, catching my hand and giving it a quick squeeze. “Be safe.”

My heart tumbled again, and I wanted to pull her close. I didn’t go through life thinking much about how alone I was, but it was a bald fact. Oh, I had Rylie, my mother, my father, and my sister, but I didn’t have a partner. Back when I thought Melissa and I meant something, I savored that knowledge.

Swallowing through the thickness in my throat, I nodded. “Always.”

I needed to go, and I needed to get the hell out of this moment before I did something stupid.

*     *     *

Hours later, after helping a pair of idiots who decided to try to rock climb in the dark and got stranded high on a ledge, along with Jackson and Wade, I headed back home. I belatedly realized I needed to let Valentina know I was on my way. Pulling off the side of the road, I quickly texted her and then kept driving.

It was still hot out, but I had the windows open. That was something I loved. After darkness fell, the air was rich with the lingering scents of flowers and greenery as it cooled. The moon was high above the Blue Ridge Mountains, shining in the inky blue night sky with stars scattered amidst the drifting clouds.

Anticipation was humming in my body. I had taken things too far with Valentina, and I didn’t know how the hell to back out. I wouldn’t lie. I wanted her something fierce. Something about her authenticity struck a chord in me, the vibration echoing through my body. I never thought I would want more with a woman. After losing Melissa when she died, it had been hard to think about letting someone matter that much. Life seemed too fickle.

I recalled the doctor explaining to me that it was possible Melissa had a weakness in that artery in her brain her entire life. In hindsight, I believed the doctor meant for that to comfort me. Instead, it only hammered home the point that life was fucking random.

All I wanted to do was shelter Rylie from the world. So there was that, and then the rest of the fucking train wreck when I found out about Melissa’s affair. Talk about having your feet knocked out from under you when it came to romance.

So, yeah, I hadn’t planned on this. I hadn’t even considered I could be susceptible. But then Valentina was one of a kind. I loved that she sometimes slapped her hand over her mouth whenever a swear word slipped out, but she didn’t really care. It was just habit. By some fucking miracle, she had stayed a virgin until me.

There I was, driving home on a warm, humid night in the mountains, and a woman I was coming to think of as mine was waiting there for me. Not once did it cross my mind to worry about Rylie tonight. Valentina was just that trustworthy.

I turned down my drive, dimming the lights and slowing as I passed through the trees. After I stepped out of my truck, I leaned my head back to look at the sky. An owl called in the darkness, another answering. Crickets chirped, and cicadas hummed. I took a deep breath, steeling myself to keep myself in check when I went inside.

I didn’t have a map for this. Not at all.

Valentina hadn’t replied to my text. I let myself in quietly, immediately arrested by the sight of her sound asleep on the couch.

My heart started up, thrashing in my chest. It shouldn’t mean that much to see her asleep in my house, but it did. She was on her side, a throw pillow tucked under her head with one arm resting on her belly and the other curled under the pillow. Her hair obscured half of her face, and her knees were drawn up.

She’d kicked off her cowboy boots and wore a pair of bright pink socks. I smiled, wondering if Rylie had seen those. She would’ve been thrilled with her love of all things pink. I slipped out of my shoes and set my bag down quietly.

I walked stealthily down the short hallway, glancing into Rylie’s bedroom. Her nightlight was on, and she was sound asleep. I leaned over her bed and pressed a kiss to her forehead, adjusting the sheets over her shoulders. She didn’t even budge. Tiptoeing out of her room, I left her door cracked open.

Returning to the living room and approaching the couch, I almost thought Valentina was a mirage and would go up in smoke.

She wasn’t. Her breathing was even and steady, and she didn’t even stir. I didn’t know if she preferred to leave, so I needed to check.

“Valentina?” I whispered.

She murmured something in her sleep. I glanced at my watch. It was going on one in the morning. I had no idea what her schedule was today, but I knew I’d be up by five thirty a.m.

Whether it was rational or not, I somehow persuaded myself it was best if she slept in a bed. I didn’t listen to the voice reminding me she’d be perfectly fine out here on the couch. I bundled her into my arms, telling myself if she woke, then I’d ask if she wanted to leave or sleep on the couch.

She didn’t. I carried her into my bedroom because that was the only other bed in the house beside Rylie’s.

Valentina wasn’t heavy, but she was warm, soft, and lush in my arms. She stirred briefly and then burrowed her head into my shoulder with a sigh. With my heart thudding, I nudged my bedroom door open with an elbow and carried her in, closing it behind me. I eased her onto the bed, pulling the covers over her, thinking any minute she was going to wake up. She didn’t.

I took a record fast shower to wash off the grime of the day. When I returned to the bedroom, I thought for sure she would have woken, but she hadn’t. I tried to tell myself I just wanted her to get a good night’s sleep.

The truth was, I didn’t want her to leave.

I could’ve tried to tell myself it had something to do with thinking I could be slick and catch a stolen quickie with her. Not that she was a quickie kind a girl, or that I was a quickie kind a guy, but I couldn’t even make that argument. Don’t get me wrong, if the opportunity presented itself, it would absolutely happen. But what I wanted was to sleep with her beside me.

When I slipped between the cool sheets, I held my breath, only letting it out when she stirred, rolling against me, her warm curves soft against my side. It still took me a few minutes to fall asleep, if only because I wanted to imprint the feel of this moment in my memory.

I fell asleep to the rhythm of her breath and the silky feel of her skin with her foot tucked between my calves and her hand splayed on my chest. Just above the thump of my heart.


Chapter Twenty-Four


Valentina

Daybreak came in fragments—a shaft of sunlight across the bed, my consciousness flickering awake, the feel of a muscled arm curled around my back, the hum of the air conditioner, cotton sheets against my skin, and a warm male body beside me.

My eyes flew open abruptly. Oh. My. I was curled up against Lucas. In his bed.

Before my brain was fully awake, my hand shifted on his chest, exploring the muscled planes and the dusting of hair. Lucas was all man even when he was asleep.

He stirred, his eyes opening. In the muted light of morning, they were bright and sleepy. Rolling his head to the side, he scrubbed a hand through his hair and smiled.

My heart promptly did a few cartwheels. I knew I was getting in over my head, but the way I felt right now was downright treacherous for me. Because I couldn’t let myself go there. I felt my lips curling into a smile.

“Mornin’,” he murmured, his hand circling lazily on my back. “You were asleep when I got home last night, and I didn’t have the heart to wake you up.”

Before I had a chance to reply, he glanced toward the clock on the nightstand. I suddenly became aware he was aroused. My eyes were drawn to the distinct shape of his arousal under the sheets.

I wanted—oh, how I wanted—to touch him.

He looked back in my direction. “Unfortunately, I have to get up. Considering that Rylie will be up soon, it’s probably best if you get up too.”

“Oh, of course.” I started to scramble up, but his arm caught me, tugging me right back against his chest, which I didn’t mind at all.

“Just a minute,” he murmured. His hand slid into my hair, and he pulled me close for a kiss. It was quick, hot, and left me breathless. Nothing more than a brush of his lips against mine, and a sweep of his tongue before he drew back.

I didn’t quite know how to interpret the look in his eyes. I watched as he climbed out of bed. He had on fitted briefs that hugged his muscled ass with his arousal clearly visible.

With a glance over his shoulder, he met my gaze. “I gotta be ready in record time so I’m out in the kitchen before Rylie’s up. I need a shower to wake me up.”

I had no idea how to handle this morning, but I had enough sense to know it was best that Rylie didn’t find us in the shower together by accident, so I simply nodded. I was still wearing what I had on last night and figured Lucas must’ve carried me into the bedroom.

When I heard the water running, I rolled off the bed, my feet landing on the cool hardwood floor. With a deep breath, I gave my head a shake and stood. I straightened my clothes and slipped out of the bedroom. Conveniently, I always kept a little travel toothbrush in my purse. This ranked as the first time I ever actually needed it. I tended to have all kinds of handy things in my purse, including a few Band-Aids, a comb, and hair ties.

Stepping into the bathroom off the living room, I washed my face and quickly brushed my teeth. A side bonus to wild curly hair was it was easy to manage because it was usually messy. I used the comb to tidy it a bit and stepped out of the bathroom to find Lucas already in the kitchen. His hair was damp, and he wore a pair of jeans that hung low on his hips with a T-shirt. My heart thudded in my chest, and I once again wondered what to do. I thought maybe it was best if I left before Rylie woke up.

I stopped beside the rounded edge of the counter just as he turned to face me. His eyes caught mine, and I wished I could climb inside his brain and see what he was thinking. I was unaccountably nervous.

Swallowing, I cleared my throat. “I’m thinking I should get going before Rylie wakes up.”

Lucas was quiet for a moment before he shrugged. “Maybe. Although it would be fine if you stayed for breakfast. She might like that.” Pausing, he smiled, and my heart practically started cheering. “Actually, she would love it. It’s no big thing that you fell asleep on the couch. That’s what we’ll tell her.”

Thump, thump, thump went my heart. He was right, but I still …

I didn’t get to finish that train of thought. I heard a pair of feet coming down the hall, the distinct sound of a small child’s half run.

“Valentine!” Rylie called as she rounded the end of the hallway, coming into the living room and veering toward the kitchen.

I turned, squatting down as Rylie made her way over. My heart squeezed. Between my rapidly burgeoning feelings for Lucas and his absolutely precious daughter, my heart was probably going to expire at this rate.

Something was so endearing about a sleepy child. Rylie’s dark hair was mussed, and her cheeks were flushed from sleep. She still wore her pajamas.

Her eyes were wide with wonder as she smiled up at me. “You’re here! Good morning,” she said, swinging her arms around my neck and squeezing tight. I hugged her back, sliding my hand over her hair.

“Good morning. I fell asleep on the couch,” I explained, relieved I was actually telling the truth.

The last thing Rylie needed to know was that her father had carried me to bed, and I woke up wanting him so fiercely my body ached with it. Although, I was discovering an almost surefire way to eliminate the desire pounding through my body was the presence of a child. Rylie represented so many reasons why I didn’t need to be getting ideas about Lucas.

“JJ does that sometimes. Even Daddy does,” Rylie said solemnly.

I ruffled a hand through her hair as I straightened. “I bet.”

Rylie was already turning, approaching her father. Lucas leaned down and swung her into his arms, resting her on his hip as he pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Mornin’, sweet pea. What’ll it be for breakfast?”

Rylie tapped her index finger on the side of her cheek. I bit the inside of my cheeks to keep from laughing because she was too cute.

“Oatmeal with blueberries and brown sugar,” she finally announced after appearing to think deeply about it.

“You got it.” Lucas’s attention was solely on her now. He turned, opening a cabinet that stretched from floor to ceiling and was filled with food. Reaching in, he pulled out a container of oatmeal and a small bag of dried blueberries, which he handed to her.

As Lucas turned, she wiggled.

“Hang on, let me put this down,” he said. After setting the oatmeal down, he took the blueberries from her and eased her to the floor.

“Want some breakfast?” she asked.

Like I’d say no. “I’d love some.”

After that, it was just a morning. We had breakfast, and Lucas made a mean cup of coffee. I managed to get my body under control and not let my mind start running down the wild variety of paths I could select. Until it was time to go.

I was covering the late shift for breakfast in the lodge restaurant today. When I stood to leave, there was a knock on the door. Whoever it was didn’t even wait, and the door swung open immediately after the knock.

“Morning,” a woman called out.

The moment I saw her, I knew she must be related to Lucas. She had the same black hair. It was straight and glossy, pulled up in a ponytail high atop her head. She was slender and probably a good foot shorter than he was. Her green eyes clapped to me immediately.

Of course, I didn’t know exactly what she was thinking, but I definitely knew she was assessing me. Rylie immediately ran across the room, calling, “JJ!”

“Hey, Jade,” Lucas called over. “Valentina babysat last night in a pinch and fell asleep on the couch.”

Seeing as I’d never had a boyfriend, I had zero experience with meeting family. Much less under these circumstances where I didn’t know how to define what I was to Lucas. I worried Jade could somehow see right into me and sense my growing feelings for him. Anxiety tightened in my belly, and I swallowed and took a deep breath. I hadn’t done anything wrong, but I suddenly felt as if I had.

Jade hugged Rylie to her. “You got me for today. Are you cool with that?”

“Of course!” Rylie wiggled down and swung her arm wildly in my direction. “This is Valentine.”

Jade crossed the room toward me, and I actually wiped my hands on my sides, worried she’d feel they were damp.

“Hi,” I said, politely holding my hand out.

Jade’s palm was cool in mine as she shook my hand, quickly and firmly. “Nice to meet you. I’m sure it was a good thing you could fill in last night.”

“Valentine’s nice,” Rylie said, bumping up against me as she leaned into my hip.

I managed to smile at Jade. “I was glad to help. I met Rylie last week when Lucas brought her out to see if Shay could watch her for a little bit. Shay and I work in the office together at the lodge so …” My words tapered off, and I shrugged slightly.

I definitely felt as if I were under a microscope—a protective sister microscope. Jade gave me one last careful look, then stepped past me with a nod. Lucas was closing the dishwasher and turned to face us.

At that moment, Rylie piped up, “Can Valentine come over again tonight?”

The adults in the room froze, and I could feel the sudden tension in the air. Lucas, who up to that point had been warm, gave off a cool air. His eyes flicked from Rylie to me and back. “I’m not on call tonight, so I’ll be home for dinner.”

Jade, wisely in my opinion, immediately created a distraction. “Come on, girl,” she said, clapping her hands lightly. “Let’s get you out of those pajamas.”

She held out her hand as Rylie looked up at me. “Are you staying?”

“I need to get to work. It was sure nice to see you,” I said, ruffling her hair and leaning over to press a kiss on the top of her head. I was relieved when Jade called her name again.

I wasn’t relieved because of Rylie, but because I wanted to escape the tension. I knew my smile was tight when I looked in Lucas’s direction. “Gotta go,” I said quickly, not waiting for a response.

I heard Rylie and Jade’s voices fading as they walked down the short hallway with Jade keeping up a running commentary of questions. I had already stepped outside and was closing the door when I felt it open again. Turning back, I found Lucas right behind me.

“Thanks again,” he said gruffly. “Look, I didn’t mean …”

I didn’t give him a chance to finish. “You don’t need to worry about what you meant. You’re a father, and I get how important it is that nothing be confusing. Don’t worry about me.”

I sensed he wanted to say more, but now definitely wasn’t the time. I may not have known how to read him to well, but I knew what I felt in his reaction when Rylie asked if I could return tonight. That wasn’t something he was considering, and that was perfectly okay with me. It had to be.


Chapter Twenty-Five


Lucas

A few days later, after hearing Rylie ask more times than I cared to count when Valentina would babysit again, I walked into my parents’ house for dinner. I’d had a busy day at work with a guided hike and helping Jackson with the new cabins, so I was tired. Jade had texted to let me know she’d bring Rylie over here for dinner. We usually got together like this as a family every few weeks whenever everyone managed to be available.

Rylie’s voice carried from the kitchen when I stepped into the living room with the murmur of my mother’s more muted reply following. “Hey, sis,” I said, toeing my boots off by the door.

Crossing the living room, I sank onto the couch beside Jade where she was knitting. My parents had a simple ranch house. There was a large living room with a fireplace on one side, and a hallway to the back that led to a run of bedrooms. An archway led to the dining room with the kitchen beyond that.

My father ran his own mechanic business in a garage down the street while my mother ran a floral business. In just about every way, I’d had a typical middle-class childhood. I was lucky. My parents loved each other and me and my sister. I never forgot to count my blessings.

Jade and I hadn’t had much time to chat since she met Valentina the other morning, but given our schedules, that wasn’t a surprise. We rarely had time to talk for more than a few minutes.

Her green eyes slid sideways, catching mine. Her knitting needles clicked away.

“How’s it going?” she asked.

“Same as usual. Just busy. Anything I should know about today with Rylie?”

“Nothing new. She had a small fit when I made her stick to the half hour of TV time. Oh, and she’d like Valentine to come over again.”

Jade’s slow drawl of Rylie’s version of Valentina’s name wasn’t lost on me. I knew she’d been waiting for a moment to ask about just what the hell Valentina was doing at my house that morning.

I’d had plenty of time to chew on it in my thoughts and decided I might as well tell her the plain truth. In mulling it over, I’d come to a conclusion. It was too damn messy to try to think about bringing a woman into my life with Rylie. I didn’t want her to get attached, and there was no way to see into the future.

I might’ve wanted Valentina—hell, I fucking dreamed about the woman every night—but that didn’t mean it was a smart decision to do anything about it.

I met Jade’s assessing gaze and rolled my eyes. “Just ask me whatever you want.”

“I don’t hear a single word about a woman in your life. Then I show up, and it’s clear Valentina spent the night there.”

Jade actually stopped knitting, which was a sign. She was pissed. Probably not about Valentina specifically, but most likely pissed because I hadn’t given her advance notice. I loved my little sister, but we had a kind of reverse situation going on with the protectiveness. That wasn’t to say I wasn’t protective of my sister, just that Jade was equally so with me. She would kick someone’s ass if she thought it was warranted. She’d been downright livid when she found out Melissa had an affair before she died.

Jade’s hands fell to her lap, and she idly twirled the end of the yarn around her finger. “It doesn’t quite seem as simple as the babysitter falling asleep on the couch.”

“She did fall asleep on the couch if that’s what you’re asking.” I conveniently left out the fact I’d carried Valentina to my bed.

Jade huffed. “Just tell me what the hell is going on with her.”

Leaning my head back, I sighed. “Nothing that night, but more has happened. But I’ve thought about it since then, and I don’t think it’s a good idea to let things keep going.”

She shook her head sharply. “What the hell, Lucas? First off, if you were thinking about already having someone spend the night, that’s too fast for Rylie. But now you’re saying nothing happened that night, but it has before?”

I ran a hand through my hair and nodded. “Look, don’t give me hell for asking her to babysit. I forgot I was on call that night. Once I got the call out, you were working, and Mom was in Asheville. Valentina did a great job with Rylie when I had to drop her off before with her and Shay, so don’t give me shit about that. For the rest, fair enough. You don’t need to worry because nothing else is happening.”

I rolled my head from side to side, trying to ease the tension bundling there. I had to shy away from thinking about Valentina because I hated cutting things off like this, but it was the only sensible thing to do.

“I’m not telling you not to get involved with her,” Jade protested, blowing a puff of air to get a lock of hair out of her eyes.

“Well then, what’s your point?” I countered.

“Valentina seems nice.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Jade. You practically gave her a death stare.”

Jade sighed. “Yeah, I thought about it afterward. I didn’t mean to come across as bitchy. I’m just … Well, I guess I’m protective of you.”

“You guess?” I replied with a chuckle.

My sister shrugged and cast me a rueful smile.

“I can take care of myself just fine. But I guess it was a good thing. I was about to start letting things go somewhere, and I realized it might not be a smart move. I mean look what’s already happened with Rylie. She wants Valentina over all the time. She must ask me about her five times a day.”

Jade picked her knitting up again, the rhythmic clicking of the needle starting up. “Rylie loves people. I don’t think she’s hounding you about Valentina because she somehow notices you have the hots for her. Rylie liking her is no reason not to give her a chance. Your list for that is already too damn long.”

“Trying to manage a relationship is too complicated for me. Rylie’s doing great, and that’s all that matters. Stop worrying about my love life.”

“What’s a love life?” Rylie asked from the archway.

Oh, dear God. The perils of young children whose ears worked remarkably well.

“We’re just talking about friends and stuff, sweet pea,” Jade called over.

My mom said something from the kitchen, immediately drawing Rylie away. Jade set her knitting down on the coffee table, uncurling her feet from under her knees. “All I’m saying is stop looking for excuses.” At that, she stood and walked into the kitchen.

I followed. Stepping into the kitchen, my eyes scanned the room, finding my dad seated at the table flipping through the newspaper. He still read the actual newspaper every evening. He would put it away when dinner was ready.

“Hey, Dad,” I called.

He glanced up with a smile. “Hey, son. Got you some coffee if you need it. I just made it.”

Striding over to the counter, I heard Rylie talking to my mother. “Her name is Valentine. She’s my new favorite babysitter.”

Jade caught my eye as she opened the refrigerator with a sly grin.

Ever tried getting a six-year-old to stop talking about something? Trust me, I’d learned that achievement was near impossible.

My mother’s gaze swung to mine. I hadn’t said a damn word, but she was too perceptive. She smiled sweetly. “Well, I sure would love to meet her sometime. You know I like to meet everyone who’s important to you.”

I bit back the curse threatening to slip out and poured my coffee.

*     *     *

The following morning, we were at the table while Rylie was selecting bites of her oatmeal that included blueberries when she paused and set her spoon down. “Daddy?”

I finished my sip of coffee, meeting her somber gaze. “Yes?”

“Can Valentine come over soon?”

She looked so damn hopeful. It wasn’t that she was more hung up on Valentina than anybody else. She loved making friends, and I loved that about her. My heart squeezed a bit because I was the one deciding Valentina wasn’t going to be babysitting again. Every time I tried to push past that wall and convince myself it would be okay to try dating someone, I ran up against the fact that Rylie had already lost her mother. I sure as hell didn’t want her to get attached to somebody and then have it not work out. I honestly had no idea how any single parent pulled it off.

Still, I needed to answer carefully. “We don’t have any plans for that, sweet pea. But you never know.”

Her eyes cast down to her bowl, and she took another bite of oatmeal. The sound of her spoon handle clinking against the bowl was my cue that another question was coming. Her way too curious brain wasn’t done with me yet.

“How come you act different around Valentine?”

I had just taken a sip of coffee, and I almost choked on it. Time and again, Rylie showed me just how crazy perceptive she could be. I had always promised myself I would be truthful with her. Yet right now, I didn’t have a good answer to her question. In all honesty—despite the voice trying to convince me otherwise, which I was doing my damnedest to ignore—the only truth I knew was that Valentina and I had explosive chemistry. For all I knew, that would fade.

Although, I knew damn well nothing I’d ever felt before came close to the way I felt when I was with Valentina. People often said you’d know love when you felt it. A large part of my heart had an opinion on that matter with Valentina, yet I had no fucking idea how to navigate the landmines created by the uncertainty of the situation.

After another sip of coffee with Rylie’s curious gaze steady on me, I set my mug down. “Rylie, Valentina is our friend. I’m not sure if she’ll babysit again. You don’t have too many babysitters other than grandma and JJ, and for now, it’s gonna stay that way. Okay?”

I wasn’t answering her question, and I knew it. Rylie’s lips tightened slightly, and her forehead furrowed when she squinted. I sensed she knew there was more to the story than that, but at least I could say I hadn’t lied. After a moment, she lifted her spoon and scooped up another blueberry. I swore I could feel her disappointment hitting me like an ultrasonic wave.

Rylie didn’t ask often, but she occasionally asked if she would ever have another mother. I had always told her that while her mother wasn’t here, she had lots of people who loved her. I knew it to be true, but I also knew it still sucked she lost her mother.

I opened my mouth, thinking I could offer something else to her, but I bit it back, swallowing my words with a sip of coffee.


Chapter Twenty-Six


Valentina

A full week had passed since the night I babysat Rylie. Lucas had sent a single text to thank me again, but beyond passing interactions, that was the extent of our communication. Frustratingly, he had largely reverted to the way he used to treat me—glancing looks, brief greetings, and nothing more.

The one exception was the way I felt. Every single time I saw him, my pulse did its usual crazy dance, but that was nothing new. Except now, a flare of hope shot up with my pulse. That was followed with a stinging burn on my heart, which shifted to a throbbing ache in the aftermath of every brief encounter.

Then, there was one day. Hurrying down the hall, I was once again dropping off everyone’s mail. It felt like déjà vu when I saw him. Yet again, I came around the corner in the hallway, my hands full of mail and two small boxes. Neither box was addressed to me or him, and whether one of them contained a vibrator was certainly none of my business.

As I was walking too quickly, my shoes skidded a little on the concrete flooring, and I ran into him. This time, I knew it was Lucas before I looked up. I recognized the scent of him and the hard feel of his chest.

The mail went flying. I was flustered, but it was different. My eyes slammed into his, my apology coming out automatically. “I’m sorry!”

He started to lean over, but I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got it.”

I gathered up the mail quickly while he ignored me and helped anyway, handing over the small stack of envelopes when I straightened. Adjusting the boxes, I placed the rest of the mail on top of them.

“Thanks,” I managed.

He nodded, and there was a flicker in his eyes. It was gone as quickly as it appeared. Clearing his throat, he began, “Valentina, look …”

Clutching the mail tightly like a shield in front of me, I shook my head sharply. “I have to go.”

I wanted this to be a moment when I had some kind of glorious escape, yet that wasn’t quite how it felt. Turning away from him, I heard his voice following me, the tug of a string keeping me from walking farther. “Valentina.”

My stupid feet turned back in his direction all on their own. I knew my cheeks were red and butterflies were wreaking havoc in my belly. I tried to play it cool while I was anything but cool. Arching a brow, I asked, “Yes?”

“Look, it’s not …”

I didn’t let him keep talking. I couldn’t handle the pain of it. I could tell by the look on his face he was going to give me some kind of lame explanation, and I didn’t need one. Shaking my head sharply, I said, “There’s no need to explain this. I completely understand your priorities. Have a nice day.”

For just a second, I thought he was going to say something else. His eyes darkened, and he looked pained. I felt that same little tug, even more powerful than when he called my name. This time, I snapped at the invisible tension and turned, practically running down the hallway.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Lucas

Standing in that hallway, I watched as Valentina almost ran away from me. My heart was having a fucking tantrum in my chest, and my feet wanted to follow her so badly. That instinct collided with my sense of self-preservation, which tangled up with my protectiveness of Rylie.

No matter how much I wanted Valentina, I sure as hell didn’t think she’d signed on for stepping into a parental role. And anyone who got serious with a single parent was doing that whether they wanted to admit it or not. Oh, she was amazing with Rylie. She had a big heart and was so open. I also knew it’d be crazy for me to think she could make promises.

When it came to Rylie, I absolutely could not allow myself to do anything casually. But my heart had more sway than my intellect at this moment. Just as I started to follow Valentina, I heard Dani’s voice replying to someone down the hallway. It nudged me out of my insanity.

With dogged determination, I walked in the opposite direction as Valentina.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Valentina

The sun fell across my desk while I tried to work. It was late afternoon, and I hadn’t been particularly productive today. All because that stupid encounter with Lucas in the hallway left me feeling shattered. I literally felt as if my heart had tripped and fallen on its face. I hadn’t anticipated this. I’d so stupidly thought I could take advantage of the situation.

The few kisses I experienced before Lucas hadn’t left me with any lingering feelings. Even though Lucas had a charged effect on my body, I’d thought perhaps I could manage it, and that it was just chemistry. Silly me.

I was in a truly, madly, deeply situation.

Shay startled me, popping her head around the corner of my office door. “Coffee break?” she asked, reaching up to adjust the ponytail on her head.

I jumped in my chair, slapping my hand to my chest. “Oh! I didn’t even hear you.”

“No kidding. That doesn’t mean you’re gonna say no to a coffee break, though, does it?”

“Definitely not. I could use something to help me focus.”

She cocked her head to the side. “Are you okay? You’re the most focused person I know when it comes to numbers. That’s why I am so glad we hired you.”

Taking a brief deep breath, I contemplated whether to confide in Shay. I wasn’t used to having girlfriends, but maybe now was a good time to enjoy the benefits. I could use some advice. “Let’s get coffee first.”

“On it,” she said quickly, spinning out of my doorway.

I heard her feet moving briskly down the hallway and her voice saying hello to the new vet tech Jackson had hired last week. We usually had coffee breaks in my office. For reasons I wasn’t entirely clear on, my office had a better view than Shay’s. The windows offered a pretty view of the trees and the mountain ridge on the far side of the valley.

With a mental shake, I saved what little I’d managed to do and closed my laptop. I was rounding my desk to sit at the table just as Shay came in with two mugs in her hands. We preferred our coffee the same with just a dash of cream. Shay sat down across from me and slid my coffee cup over. I took a sip, savoring the rich flavor.

“By the way, how come I have the office with a better view? Is it because you want your office closer to Jackson?”

Shay burst out laughing. “My office used to be Jackson and Ash’s office. At least, when she was around,” she said referring to Jackson’s younger sister who wasn’t currently in Stolen Hearts Valley. “I kept it because it happened to be the closest one to the clinic offices.”

“I think that’s sweet.”

Shay smiled, her cheeks pinkening slightly. “Things are good right now, but it hasn’t always been that way,” she offered vaguely.

She didn’t discuss it much, but I knew the story. I was so happy she’d found her way to Jackson. Perhaps she could give me some idea of what love was. Not that it would matter, I thought morosely.

“Enough about me. What’s going on with you?”

I took another sip of my coffee, followed with a deep breath, and replied, “It’s Lucas.”

“Oh, right. He’s totally got it bad for you.”

“It doesn’t matter. The problem is I’m in way over my head, and I need to back out.”

Shay’s eyes narrowed with concern. “What the hell happened?”

I quickly summarized the chain of events. It was impossible for the conversation to avoid the vibrator incident. Shay already knew, but she couldn’t help mentioning it.

“Oh, my God! I still can’t even,” she finally said at the tail end of her laughter. “I would’ve given anything to see Lucas trying to handle that. He tends to be so serious.”

While I chose to leave out the fact I’d been a virgin, I did tell her I’d never had a serious relationship. “So I don’t know what to do. Things felt pretty intense, and then after the night I babysat, he pretty much shut down. It’s like nothing ever happened,” I finally said.

Shay was quiet for a few beats before she finally spoke. “Well, I’m not an expert. Let’s make that crystal clear. I have more experience with bad relationships than with good. This thing with Jackson is just crazy luck for me.”

I couldn’t help it, and I cut her off. “We never talked about it, but I know what you went through. My parents actually prayed for you, just so you know.”

She put her hand on her chest, her eyes wide. “Are you serious?”

“Oh, yes. They wanted you to be safe. In fact, I went home for a visit after I got the job here, and I told them you were doing well. After all that, it’s not easy for you to be okay. So maybe it feels like luck for you to find Jackson, but it’s not like it just magically happened.”

Shay reached across the table to squeeze my hand. “Thank you.” Pausing, she swallowed as she released my hand to take a sip of coffee. “Anyway, back to you. Apparently, Lucas doesn’t ever get involved. Jackson didn’t say much about it, but he did tell me he thinks Lucas really likes you.”

“So what if he does? He has a daughter to worry about, and that’s his priority, as it should be. I totally understand him having some reservations about getting involved with someone.”

“That’s something every single parent deals with. I think you should let him know how you feel and see how he responds.”

“I don’t know how I feel!” I exclaimed.

“Okay, when you imagine things ending now, how does that feel?”

My heart got that same stinging sensation it did whenever I saw Lucas. “Not good,” I said with a sigh.

Shay’s smile unfurled slowly. “Well, maybe you should think about that. From what I see, you like him. A lot. And I don’t think it’s just about sex. No matter what, Lucas is a solid guy. Family means everything to him.”

Although I didn’t think she meant for me to interpret her comment the way I did, it was illuminating in a blinding flash of light. Family was everything to him. Which was precisely why he would proceed with extreme caution at even the idea of trying to bring someone into his and Rylie’s life.

There was that and the fact that, despite my own intense feelings for him, for all I knew, he felt nothing more than lust for me. I didn’t doubt the nearly incendiary attraction between us, but the rest, well, there was no way for me to know.

Because of his priorities, which I completely respected, considering the idea of navigating the risky terrain of a relationship was more than I could ask.

“What? What’s that look for?” Shay asked.

I glanced away, looking out the window where the sun was sliding down the sky, its light casting at an angle through the window, the soft gold rays warm in the air-conditioned room. Looking back at Shay, I shrugged and sighed. “That kind of sums it all up, doesn’t it?”

Shay leaned forward. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Family means everything to him. Rylie is his priority, and she should be. I think I need to stop worrying and realize that’s just where he’s at. Trying to push something when I don’t even know what I really want certainly doesn’t make sense.”

Shay shook her head. “Of course family’s important, but that doesn’t mean Lucas should never get serious with anyone. That’s crazy. I happen to know his sister, and I know from her—”

I cut in. “I met her, and it was pretty clear she was not thrilled to meet me.”

Shay rolled her eyes. “Okay, whatever. Not having been there, I can’t speak to that. Just think about it.”

“Think about what?”

“Telling him how you feel,” she replied rather emphatically.

“I think first I have to figure out how I feel. Even then, it’s best if I don’t get my hopes up. I’d rather just be his friend and leave it at that.”

I wasn’t feeling at all resolved from this conversation. I didn’t think Shay was about to let me off the hook, but there was a quick knock on the door, and we both looked over to find Jackson there.

“Mind manning the front?” he asked Shay.

“Of course not,” she said, standing quickly. “What’s up?”

“An emergency surgery. I’m gonna need help from Skylar, so she won’t be at the front.”

“On it.” Shay stood quickly. Just as she reached the door, she glanced back, her eyes catching mine. “Do you mind feeding the animals?”

“Of course not,” I replied quickly. “Consider it done.”

“Thanks,” she called over her shoulder as she hurried down the hallway.

I got a little bit more done out of sheer stubbornness because not being able to focus annoyed me to no end. I managed to finish a few reports regarding ordering and budgeting before it was time to start the rounds of feeding.

I went to the rescue barn first because going there always made me smile. Gloria was waddling along the fence line between the pastures and kept me company as I crossed over. The horses were still out in one pasture, gathered in a corner under the shade of the big willow beside the pond. The air was heavy today. Even though it was early evening, stepping outside the air conditioning felt like hitting a blast of heat. My skin was instantly damp and sticky from the humidity.

I reached down, scratching behind Gloria’s ears. She made her a little snuffling sound and bumped her nose against my knees. Once I got to the rescue barn, I went through the rounds. I’d learned to deal with the goats first because they were bossy and made noise the whole time if I didn’t.

Once they were settled, I moved on to deal with the dogs. The dogs rotated more than any of the other rescues. We’d taken in two more last week. One of them, a sweet older hound mix, nudged her head against my thigh when I stepped into her kennel to feed her. I stayed with her a few extra minutes making sure she was comfortable when I heard Squeaky outside.

I fetched a carrot out of my pocket and offered it to her as she came through the door. After taking care of her and Gloria, I headed out to deal with the horses. I realized as I was walking over that I had to take care of the stallion alone. According to Shay, Jackson was looking high and low for another place for him because he wasn’t fitting in well. He figured the stallion needed a place with less horses and more space.

The other times I helped with feeding, Lucas had dealt with the stallion. I didn’t like thinking about that, so I kicked those thoughts right out of my mind. I started with the other horses first. The stallion was nowhere to be found. After a few calls, I figured my only choice was to go find him.

Through the trees in the corner, I saw a shadow moving, so I walked in that direction, sticking close to the fence. At the sound of hooves pounding, I looked up to see him burst through the trees. Racing straight toward me, he let out a rumbling neigh and threw his head up.

My heart started to beat wildly, and fear had my feet frozen to the ground. At the last minute, I came out of my stupor and dashed toward the fence line, but it was too late. The stallion raced straight at me, dodging at the last minute and kicking his feet up.

Pain struck the back of my head, sharp and jolting.

I heard someone calling my name as I fell. There was a glancing thud against my shoulder and then everything went black.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Lucas

I parked over at the clinic to check in with Jackson about the first responder schedule before I went home. When I heard the sound of a horse galloping and glanced over to see Valentina directly in the line of sight with the stallion, my heart stopped.

I broke into a run. “Valentina!”

The horse kicked as he blew past her, clipping the back of her head, and she fell limply to the ground. The horse kept on, circling in front of the paddock and aiming for the far end of the pasture. Panic clogged my throat and sent my pulse lunging.

“Valentina!”

My eyes scanned the ground as I reached the edge of the pasture, distantly aware of someone calling my name. I ignored it. Ducking, I stepped through the lower pole of the fence and dashed to her side.

Her red hair was bright against the ground. Her skin was pale, and her head lolled to the side. Kneeling in the dirt with the air hot and sticky around us, I pressed two fingers to the pulse on her neck, finding it rapid and shallow. I kept telling myself to be calm, but inside, I felt completely disoriented.

My brain fuzzed with panic. Despite my heart thrashing in my chest and fear beating like a drum in my thoughts, I functioned mostly on autopilot. I hadn’t been a first responder for almost a decade for nothing. After checking her pulse, I quickly checked to make sure nothing had been broken, then I moved to lift her in my arms.

Only to stop abruptly when I heard my name. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Dawson jogging over, carrying a lightweight portable stretcher in one hand. “Slow your roll, man,” he said as he reached me and stepped through the fence. “She took quite a hit. I saw it from the barn. Wade and I came over to check on some supplies. Ryan’s headed out to wrangle the stallion. Let me help you lift her onto the stretcher.”

I almost barked at him and told him to get the hell away because I wanted Valentina close to me, but I knew he was being smart, and I wasn’t.

Within a minute, he had the lightweight stretcher unfolded on the ground and helped me ease her onto it. I kept wanting her to wake up and open her eyes. But she didn’t.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ryan jogging along the fence toward the trees. At this point, I didn’t think we were at risk. The stallion might be a fucking asshole, but I knew damn well he hadn’t intended to hurt Valentina. He was just full of it.

We walked alongside the fence to the gate. Dawson was quiet and calm, which I appreciated. He was a jokester when it wasn’t serious, but all business when it was. He had a remarkably steady presence. I trusted everyone on our crew. By chance, I had worked the most with him and Jackson, and knew Dawson was rock solid.

If he had an opinion about my reaction, it didn’t show. Meanwhile, my eyes kept flicking to Valentina. Her head had rolled to the side when we shifted her onto the stretcher. I wanted her to wake up. I needed to know she was okay. When we reached the barn, Wade had the emergency vehicle Jackson kept on site idling in the parking area between the vet clinic and house. Dawson and I shifted Valentina onto the wheeled stretcher and slid it into the back of the van.

“You riding with?” Dawson asked, looking straight at me.

“Of course.”

He simply nodded, not even asking if I was riding in the front. I climbed in beside Valentina, pulling the doors shut in the back. My throat was tight, and my heart felt as if it was about to explode. Part of me wanted to argue the point and say we didn’t need to take her to the hospital, but I knew better. Head injuries had a protocol, and it sure as hell didn’t involve blowing off a full medical evaluation.

Dawson and Wade were up front, and Wade peeled out, gravel spinning behind the tires as he flicked on the emergency lights and sirens. The hospital in Stolen Hearts Valley was no more than ten minutes away, but it was winding mountain roads every mile between the lodge and downtown.

I barely noticed anything, dimly aware of Dawson and Wade’s hushed conversation and their occasional calls back to ask me how Valentina was doing.

“Fine,” I kept saying. Except she wasn’t conscious yet, so I didn’t know if I was only saying that to trick myself into believing she was. Maybe if I said it enough, she would be guaranteed to be fine.

Thoughts barreled through my mind, slamming into me. My regret ran deep—at the distance I had put between us recently and wondering just what the hell I was thinking.

Mine, mine, mine repeated on a loop. I’d made a huge fucking mistake. It was a mistake thinking I shouldn’t give us a shot. The idea of losing her utterly terrified me. I couldn’t stop thinking of that possibility.

You’re not gonna fucking lose her.

You don’t know. You just can’t know that.

Head injuries were weird. People died. I knew that. Just like Melissa, Valentina could be gone.

It felt like forever and no time at all when Wade pulled into the circular drive at the emergency room entrance. They swung into action. At least for this part, my autopilot worked. I helped them get Valentina out, and we jogged in through the ER doors, wheeling her on the stretcher.

I wanted to go with her to the examining room, but it wasn’t an option. This was the part where we handed her over to someone else’s care. I didn’t want to let her go, suddenly concerned that whoever took over wouldn’t get it right.

Wade caught my arm. “Come on, man. Let them do their thing.”

My feet were rooted to the floor as the medical team shifted into gear, taking the stretcher from us and hurrying down the hallway. I looked into Wade’s calm brown gaze and simply nodded, turning with him and walking down the hall in silence.

I sank into a chair in the waiting room, surprised when Wade sat down beside me. Glancing over, I asked, “Don’t you need to deal with the van?”

“Nah. Dawson’s got it.”

“You don’t have to wait with me.”

I was quite certain I saw something like sympathy flicker in his eyes. “I’m waiting. Dawson’ll be back soon, and we’ll wait with you.”

I was too numb to cry, but the burn in my eyes and my throat was intense.

We waited in silence. I realized the last time I’d been at the hospital was when Melissa died. She collapsed at work, and I got a call from the receptionist where she worked to let me know they’d called 911. By the time I got to the hospital, she’d already been declared dead, but I wouldn’t find that out right away. I had to wait for the doctor. Rylie had been with my mother that afternoon. It had been all I could do not to completely fall apart.

As brutal as that event was, somehow this felt worse. I didn’t mean to make it sound as though it wasn’t horrible that Melissa died. It was. It was just that I hadn’t known what I might be facing then. My fear now was smothering, perhaps because I knew what a loss like this could feel like.

Dawson returned. He and Wade were blessedly quiet, not expecting anything from me. Dawson fetched us all coffee and handed me one of those thin paper cups.

After I took a sip and then another, he cleared his throat from where he sat across from me. “All right, man, I’m not one for lots of advice, but I just have one thing to say.”

When my eyes swung up to meet his, he nodded firmly. “Stop being a fucking idiot about her. It’s pretty obvious.”

“What’s obvious?” I asked, promptly demonstrating my ability to be said idiot.

Wade sighed heavily. “That you love her.”

For just a second, the part of me that had closed ranks after Melissa died wanted to snap back at him. The rest of my heart smacked that voice upside the head. You do love her.

I swallowed, chasing the pain knotted in my throat with another sip of semi-cold shitty coffee, and nodded. “I know.”

“Thank fuck for small favors,” Wade said, leaning his head against the wall.

“Maybe you’ll be in a better mood now,” Dawson added with a chuckle, finally letting out a bit of his teasing side.

After a moment, a woman in a white coat came out, glancing around. “Family for Valentina Smith?”

I jumped up, crossing the room swiftly, realizing just then I should probably call her parents. I didn’t even know them, much less how to reach them. I needed to remedy that soon.

“Right here,” I said I said as I stopped in front of her. I was willing to lie if necessary. “I’m her boyfriend.”

The doctor paused and then carried on. “Ms. Smith should be fine. She’s awake now. Given the tests we ran, she should be cleared for release in another hour. She’ll need someone with her for the next twenty-four hours to wake her every two hours.”

“She’ll be with me,” I replied swiftly. “Can I see her?”

*     *     *

When I stepped into Valentina’s room minutes later, her eyes widened when she saw me. My heart finally relaxed, but my emotions were still spinning wildly through me, making me feel half crazy.

Approaching the bed carefully, I stopped at her side, looking down. Her red hair was bright against the white pillows propped up behind her. Although she wasn’t as pale as she’d been earlier, her freckles stood out against her skin.

“You gave me a scare,” I said, reaching to curl my hand around hers where it rested by her side. Her skin was cool, and I wanted to make her warm.

“I gave myself a scare. That stallion’s an asshole.”

The mere mention of the stallion flying by and kicking her brought my fear rushing back and set my heart to pounding.

Valentina’s eyes coasted over my face, her brow furrowing. “Are you okay? And what are you doing here?”

Her hand curled into mine, squeezing slightly with her questions. Of course she would be worried about me. “I’m okay but only because you’re okay,” I said, my voice coming out scratchy. “I’m here because I was near the pasture and saw the stallion knock you out with a kick.”

I tried to gather my thoughts, to say something sensible, but nothing felt sensible now. “I screwed up. I’m sorry. I thought, well, I thought it wasn’t a good idea to let Rylie get ideas. I guess I thought I should wait, but I can’t. You’re too important.” I dived into the deep end of this conversation so fast, I startled myself. But I couldn’t put this off.

Valentina’s eyes widened just as a nurse came in, all business.

“Okay, dear, we need to do a few checks. You’re gonna have to sit tight for at least an hour.”

“But I feel fine,” Valentina insisted.

Looking into her eyes, I sensed she did not enjoy feeling at the mercy of the hospital. “You’re going to wait until they say it’s okay for you to leave. Then you’re coming home with me.”

All the while, my heart kept up that steady, almost thrashing beat. She seemed okay, but I wasn’t going to relax until we got through tomorrow.


Chapter Thirty


Valentina

I felt everything—every inch of my body. My head carried a dull ache, and subtle pains throbbed in random places. I presumed my fall had jolted me enough everywhere and figured I’d find a few bruises later.

All the while, even though I was a little confused with Lucas’s shift, I was so relieved he was here. He rarely left the room while I was waiting. Others stopped by to see me. I learned Dawson had delivered Lucas’s truck to him so he could drive me home and was catching a ride back to the lodge with Wade.

Dani visited for a little bit. She and Lucas had a tense conversation in the corner of the room. It ended with her words carrying across the room to me. “You better not screw this up.”

She’d spun away from him and cast me a smile. She braided my hair for me even though I told her it wasn’t necessary. Just before she left, she leaned over and whispered in my ear, “I think Lucas is in love with you, so you might want to figure out how you feel.”

I had so many questions, but I was tired, and all of my questions were emotional landmines. I felt as if my emotions were pressing against my skin, almost bursting through. With the state of my headache, I didn’t think I was in the best place to try to have an emotional conversation with Lucas.

When we arrived at his house, I was surprised to discover Rylie wasn’t there. When I glanced his way in the truck, he answered my unspoken question. “She’s at my parents’ for the night. I texted them while we were waiting at the hospital.”

Without further comment, Lucas rounded the truck and lifted me into his arms to carry me inside. Although I found having so many people hovering at the hospital disconcerting, I discovered I liked being held in his arms. I liked it a lot. He set me down on the couch, still quiet. He gave off an intensity I didn’t quite know how to interpret.

Glancing down, he said, “Your call. We can sleep out here or in my bedroom, but I’m supposed to wake you every two hours.”

Selfishly, I wanted the comfort of his bed. That way, he would be right beside me. I might not have had many nights with Lucas, but I loved every single one.

“Bedroom.”

He graced me with the first smile I’d seen from him in weeks. “You got it, darlin’.”

Turning away, he crossed the room to kick his shoes off by the door before walking down the hallway. I started to get up and follow him, but he was back in a flash.

“All I was doing was straightening the covers. I’m not the best about making my bed every day.”

“I can walk, you know,” I protested as he approached.

“I don’t care,” he replied, swinging me into his arms again.

As much as I wanted to insist, the feel of being held in his strong embrace was too tempting. It was late, going on eleven at night.

“Have you eaten?” I asked. I’d had a not so good hospital meal, but I wasn’t particularly hungry.

“Sure did. While I waited at the hospital, I snacked. I’m just fine.”

He carried me into his bedroom and eased me down onto the bed. “Since I didn’t have a chance to get you any clothes, you can sleep in one of my T-shirts,” he explained gruffly, gesturing to a clean white shirt folded on the pillow beside me.

I didn’t quite know what to make of any of this. Too weary to be tidy, I let my leggings and shirt fall in a pile on the floor. I changed into his T-shirt, leaving on my underwear, and undid the braid in my hair while he stepped into the bathroom. It smelled like him, crisp and clean. They’d let me shower at the hospital, so I was ready for bed.

Lucas returned from the bathroom wearing nothing but a pair of black fitted boxer briefs. I suddenly realized that while I might not be up for an emotional conversation, my body could still have a reaction to his delectable bare chest. Damn. My belly tightened.

He set his smartphone on the nightstand and slipped under the covers. The sheets were cool, and I found myself wanting to burrow against him. While it was hot outside, I’d been in an air-conditioned hospital for hours now.

“I’m setting my alarm to go off every two hours. Here’s the deal,” he began, his eyes canting down to mine. “If you don’t wake up, we are going straight to the hospital, and I’m calling them on the way.”

“They said I was fine. My head hurts a little, but that’s it.” I lifted my hand, gently touching the tender area on the side of my head behind my ear.

“I know. You’re going to be fine,” he said, his words firm.

I was too tired to think about it and cuddled against his side, the tension unraveling slowly inside. His shoulders shifted slightly as he reached over and turned off the lamp beside the bed.

“Lucas?” I asked into the dark room a few moments later.

“Mm-hmm?” he murmured as his fingers sifted through my hair.

“How come you brought me here tonight?”

“Let’s talk about that tomorrow morning.”

That was the last thing I remembered before I fell asleep.


Chapter Thirty-One


Lucas

That night with Valentina was a strange type of hell. I barely slept. I had my alarm set, but it was entirely unnecessary. As the doctor ordered, I woke Valentina every other hour. She reliably woke up, and I felt like I could finally relax as dawn approached.

One thing crystallized in my mind during the night—how I felt about her. I didn’t quite know how it happened, but I suspected it was because I truly hadn’t expected it. Valentina had slipped into my heart, curling around it effortlessly and pulling me straight into love. Perhaps because it was so easy to be with her.

She was so open and so honest, a rare combination of innocent and wise. While I’d thought no one could ever be in my heart again, Valentina shredded that belief with nothing more than a look.

After that night of waiting, I knew my own feelings with certainty. Yet I didn’t know if she felt anything close to the way I did.

The most terrifying part of it all was realizing I had to make myself vulnerable. There were plenty of reasons for Valentina to be wary because I had shut her out.

When I woke her at the last prescribed time, and her blue eyes blinked open, I breathed a sigh of relief. Sagging against the pillows propped against the headboard, I curled my arm around her shoulders, holding her close to my side. “Thank fucking God,” I muttered.

“I’m pretty sure you’re going to break me of worrying about swearing,” she said with a soft laugh.

I chuckled. “I did notice every so often you slap your hand over your mouth when you swear.”

She sighed. “Habit from growing up with my parents. It’s fine. Oh my God, I should call them,” she said, sitting up suddenly.

I handed her my phone. “I don’t know where the hell your phone is. You can call them with mine. I would’ve called them last night for you, but I didn’t have their number.”

“I need to shower first. And maybe have some coffee.”

“Works for me,” I replied.

She shifted, kicking the covers away and swinging her feet off the bed. I was tempted to carry her to the bathroom. As if she read my mind, she said, “I don’t even have a headache. It’s just a little sore where he kicked me. I’m walking to the shower.”

I sighed and nodded, relieved to see her spunk back in full force. I followed her into the bathroom off the side of my bedroom.

If she had any hesitation about changing in front of me, she didn’t show it, stripping down and climbing in as the water began to steam. I didn’t ask if I could join her and quickly slid my briefs off before stepping into the shower behind her.

Valentina looked my way, her eyes flicking down to my arousal. Because, yeah, I couldn’t be around her naked and not get aroused. When her eyes swung to mine, she was smiling.

“Ignore it.”

“What if I don’t want to?” she parried, her eyes darkening.

“Valentina,” I warned.

She put a palm on my chest, pressing me against the tile wall. With steam cloaking us, water rolling over her curves, and her tight nipples pressing against me, I didn’t know if I had the willpower to stop her.

“Darlin’, I want to get this right, and a quickie in the shower wasn’t what I had in mind,” I managed to choke out.

“A quickie in the shower is exactly right. I’ve never had one.”

After that, I was a goner. When she leaned up to kiss me, I dived into the warm sweetness of her mouth as my hands slid over her slick wet curves.

Moments later when I was buried inside her with her back against the tile and her legs wrapped around my waist, her tight pussy nearly sent me over the edge instantly. I held still, feeling the silky clench of her channel rippling around me.

“Look at me,” I murmured.

Her eyes fluttered open, the blue bright against her freckled cheeks. “What?”

“I love you.” Saying a mere three words had my heart pounding so hard it almost hurt.

She held my gaze quietly. She lifted her hand, her finger tracing around my mouth. “That’s a good thing,” she said softly, “because I love you too. I might not be an expert, but I do know what love is.”

My forehead fell to hers as I tried to breathe through the emotion racing through me. “I didn’t expect you to tell me the same. Are you …?”

Valentina shook her head slightly. “You know me. I say whatever’s on my mind, and I definitely mean it.”

Swallowing, I lifted my head slightly to press a quick kiss to her lips. I had no more words.

“Sometimes I say too much,” she added.

I laughed a little, recalling that fateful afternoon on her porch when I heard all about why she ordered a pink vibrator.

No more words were necessary. The water sluiced over us. I held her tight and rocked into her until I felt her tighten, and she cried my name. Only then did I let go, my release slamming through me so hard it was a good thing I had my hand on the wall to hold me up.

After that, we used the shower for its original intention. We dressed, and she made me breakfast. I discovered she could make amazing waffles. Rylie was due home soon, and I was toying with what I was going to say. I looked over at her, and asked, “How do you want us to handle this with Rylie?”

Valentina was refilling our coffees and turned back, two mugs held in her hands. Her gaze was sober, and she was quiet as she returned to the table. “Slowly. One step at a time.”

Much as I wanted to rush, her answer was exactly what I needed to hear. I would’ve rushed, but that was why my heart knew Valentina was perfect.


Epilogue


Valentina

A year or so later

I was folding laundry. If I was ever bored, laundry was forever there for me. Lots of it. Between Rylie and Lucas, it was endless. I closed Rylie’s dresser and carried the laundry basket into the bedroom I shared with Lucas. A hint of bright pink winked at me when I opened our shared underwear drawer.

That vibrator was a favorite one for us. Grinning, I put away Lucas’s boxers and my panties. Just as I closed the drawer to our dresser, I heard the front door open and close. Puzzled, I walked down the hallway, only to stop in my tracks when I saw Lucas.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, my heart stumbling and tripping a little.

It didn’t matter I’d only seen him a few hours earlier because every damn time I saw him my pulse took off and butterflies twirled in my belly.

His gaze swept over me, making my skin prickle all over. “The group I was supposed to take on a hike today cancelled. I thought I’d come home for lunch.”

Somehow, I sensed his idea of lunch had nothing to do with food. Cocking my head to the side, I asked, “And what do you want for lunch?”

His lashes brushed against his cheeks as he closed his eyes. When he opened them again slowly, the look contained there stole my breath. “You.”

There went the rest of my day. Or at least the next hour.

Sometime later, Lucas was propped up against the headboard while I trailed my fingertips over his chest, marveling at the hard, muscled planes. My eyes flicked to the clock across the nightstand behind his shoulder. “We have to get dressed,” I murmured.

“Do we now?” he asked in reply. He caught one of my curls between two fingers and pulled it out, letting it bounce against my cheek.

“Rylie gets off the bus in a half hour.”

I lifted my head. His teasing expression was suddenly gone. He’d already left me boneless and sated, but the intensity in his eyes now set my heart pounding all over again. “What?”

The sound of his swallow was audible in the quiet. His chest pressed against my breasts when he took a deep breath, and his hand tightened slightly in my hair and loosened before he spoke. “I’ve been thinking.” There was a long pause, and I started to get nervous. “Things with us feel good, really good. I keep telling myself nothing is perfect, nothing is forever, but I don’t care. I meant to make it an event, but now just seems like the time. Because I can’t imagine life without you.”

Blood rushed through my ears at the ragged, hopeful beat of my heart. I could hardly catch my breath. Emotion clenched in my chest, tightening in my throat. “What do you mean?”

“I mean I want you to marry me.” His words came out husky, a hint of uncertainty contained in them.

“Are you sure?”

Lucas was a man who held his emotions so close that it was hard to imagine he had tears in his eyes. But I was pretty sure that was what I saw. “Of course I’m sure.”

I rose, straddling his hips. “Yes! One hundred percent yes.”

“Oh, thank God,” he murmured as he pulled me close, his forehead leaning against mine. “For a second there, I thought you were gonna tell me no.”

I pressed my lips to his, pulling away just far enough to speak. “There was never any doubt.” Pausing, I dragged my fingertip along his stubbled jawline. “My parents will be thrilled, you know. They try not to badger me, but I know we’re probably the source of extra prayers since we’ve been living in sin.”

Lucas chuckled. “Your father has mentioned it more than once, but that’s not why I’m asking.”

“I know, but you do have Rylie and plenty of reasons for waiting.”

“I want you. This. Us,” he said firmly. “The next part is telling Rylie. She’s been asking me for a while.”

I was stunned. I loved Rylie. She was getting to be a bit of a handful because she was a spirited girl. I felt so blessed to be able to share this time with her, yet I had tried so, so hard not to make any presumptions about what Lucas and I had.

“Really?”

He nodded, one of his slow smiles unfurling and making my belly clench. “Of course. You’re her mother in every way that counts. Melissa will always be the mother she had first, but Rylie doesn’t remember her.” Lifting a hand, he slid his fingers through my curls, the heat and love in his eyes almost undoing me. Seeing as we were still naked in bed, my body had its own thoughts as I felt his cock swell slightly under me.

“We have to get dressed,” I said firmly, scrambling off his lap.

His low chuckle followed me into the shower where we might have wasted a little more time.

*     *     *

Lucas

Another six months later

Opening the front door, my eyes veered toward the kitchen. Valentina’s dark red curls were up in a messy ponytail, and Rylie’s hair was falling loose from its braid.

Valentina stood at the kitchen counter, chopping vegetables. Rylie was standing on a wide stepstool beside her, one I had built for her to be able to help in the kitchen. Valentina was getting dinner ready while Rylie was working beside her on the cookies for dessert.

My heart clenched. I loved coming home to them every night.

They appeared to hear me at the same time. Valentina set her knife down and glanced over her shoulder, calling, “Hey, you’re home a little early.”

She stepped to the sink to rinse her hands. Meanwhile, Rylie clambered down, not bothering to wash her hands, and ran across the room to fling her arms around my waist. She added a few handprints of flour to my dusty jeans.

“Hey there,” I murmured as I pressed a kiss to the top of her head.

“Hey, Daddy,” she said, spinning immediately around and hurrying back to her cookies.

Valentina approached as I let my bag fall to the floor. Stopping in front of me, she lifted her hand, brushing her thumb across my cheek. “You have dirt on your face,” she observed with a slight smile.

“And you have flour on yours,” I countered, brushing my knuckles across the powdery white streak along her jaw.

I pulled her close, dusting kisses at the corners of her mouth. “Remind me I get to come home to this every night,” I murmured softly.

“Consider yourself reminded. Always.”

Having loved and lost once, “always” had a different connotation for me. But I would take every single second I had with Valentina.

*     *     *

Thank you for reading Wait For Me! I hope you loved Lucas & Valentina’s story!

Up next in the Swoon Series is Evie & Dawson’s story in Break My Fall.


Royal Hottie


Kylie Gilmore


Chapter One


Phillip

“Prince Phillip leaves parting gift of a royal jewel after his one-night stands.” Ha! Reading the latest headline out loud makes it sound even more ridiculous. Sorry, ladies, my royal jewels are the gift.

I’m Prince Phillip Rourke, twenty-nine years old, and second in line to the throne. I have an online following as “the royal hottie” and way, way too many pictures of me rutting my way through Europe with glamorous women. If you read my press, you’ll learn my thick dark brown hair is always sexily rumpled, my aquamarine eyes are stunning, and my high cheekbones and strong jaw are classically handsome. Throw in my warm, naturally charming personality and it’s easy to see why I’m never lacking for female companionship. Women love me, and I love them right back. Briefly.

I take a sip of scotch, thinking about jetting over to Norway to meet up with Ingrid, a supermodel with as much discretion as skills with her tongue, when my phone rings. I check the screen. Anna, my sister-in-law, the queen of Villroy as of yesterday when she married my older brother, Gabriel, the king. Sadly, my father, the previous king, passed away six weeks before their wedding. He went peacefully in his sleep after a long painful battle with cancer. Anna was the bright spot in his life, and he grew to love her just like the rest of us.

I tap the phone, setting it on speaker on the end table before settling back into my leather club chair in my palace suite. “Anna, I can’t believe you’re calling me when you’re supposed to be on your honeymoon.”

She was very enthusiastic about seeing Paris for the first time. Despite living here on Villroy Island for the last three months, right off the coast of southwestern France, she never ventured out for a little sightseeing. She’s an American, brash and bold and fun, the near opposite of my brother, a stoic throwback to our Viking ancestors. Fun would have to bite him on the ass, which I guess Anna did. Ha!

Anna’s voice carries through the speaker, warm and happy. “We’re in the limo on the way to our hotel, and I realized I forgot to tell you something about the guests arriving next week.” She’s renovated a section of the palace to be used for “the royal experience,” either a ladies’ week or a honeymoon. It’s step one in her plan to bring new jobs and funds to Villroy. This is the first visit, a ladies’ week involving all kinds of girly beauty stuff since she’s a beautician. Eventually, she plans to build a day spa—away from the palace—featuring beauty products using native ingredients. It’s a brilliant idea that will probably save our dying fishing economy.

“What’s that?” I ask, already smiling in anticipation. She probably wants me to add something wildly inappropriate to the suite, like edible bikini underwear. Hmm, some mingling with the lady guests might be in order.

“My dearest clients are super excited for their visit, not just because I’m going to do their hair again. They’ve missed me at the salon, you know.” Her first guests are her wealthiest salon clients from the US.

“Mmm-hmmm.” I take a sip of scotch. “You’re hard to replace. One of a kind.”

“Why, thank you, Phillip. What a sweetheart you are.” There’s a muffled sound and the gruff growl of my brother Gabriel’s voice. He’s possessive of his new wife. She gets back to me a long moment later, sounding a little breathless. “What was I saying?”

“You forgot to tell me something about your guests?”

“Oh, yes, and I’m sorry to spring this on you last minute, but I was so busy preparing for my wedding, learning the royal protocol, and supervising the contractors for the guest suite…you know, it still needs a little something. I’ve got that taken care of as of this morning, so I think we’re good to go, but there’s always something when you’re renovating, especially for a place as old as Amalie Palace. What do you think about renaming it to something like Rourke Palace? It would make more sense at this point since the Rourke family has ruled for centuries, and the French who named it Amalie were from so long ago. I’ve learned quite a lot of your history—”

“Just tell me.” She’s usually very direct. The babbling means she’s stalling.

“Don’t be mad, okay?”

I shift in my seat, suddenly uneasy. “What is it?”

“I promised our guests a bachelor auction to win a date with a prince and, well, you are the royal hottie. That makes you the prime draw. The bidding is going to go sky-high—these chicks are loaded—and we’ll funnel the money into phase two, the spa.”

I jackknife upright. Knowing Anna, she’s going to style my brothers and me in some ridiculous stripper outfits. A real possibility! I put nothing past her. A terrifying vision of a horde of man-hungry women descending on me as I parade around on stage in a shiny silver and blue G-string flashes through my mind. The official royal colors, naturally. And then I’ll have to go to the highest bidder. No choice in the matter, and I am a choosy man. I expect a certain caliber of sophistication in the women I associate with, not just any woman with a handful of cash. Suddenly, I have an inkling of what Gabriel went through with the barbaric bridal competition my parents set up to find him his bride. A twisted amusing story to those of us not tangled up in it. I laughed at him then. I’m not laughing now.

She continues cheerfully. “So you see, it’s all for a good cause.”

“Whatever you hoped to make from the bachelor auction, I’ll donate to the cause. No, I’ll double it.” The fact is, the island’s economy is one generation away from collapse. The younger generation is leaving in droves, abandoning the dying fishing industry for better opportunities. Our family is well off, mostly in jewels and some well-placed investments, but our money wouldn’t be enough to sustain the entire country. I don’t mind giving the new venture a boost to start, and so should the rest of the family. Eventually, though, Villroy’s economy needs to get there on its own power.

“Actually, it’s not the money that’s the main purpose of the auction, though, of course, your donation is greatly appreciated. I want my clients invested in their royal experience, knowing the money is going to the day spa, so they’ll return when it opens and spread the word about how awesome it is. These women are all very successful in their fields and well connected.”

She’s really quite savvy and, under any other circumstances, I might appreciate that. Not this time. And what exactly would this date with the highest bidder entail? Some kind of cringe-worthy romantic fantasy? I immediately picture the obligatory stroll on the beach, holding hands, followed by a candlelight dinner, where I’m forced to feign interest in a woman not of my choosing. She’ll be giggly over being with the royal hottie or, worse, aggressively trying to get in my bed just for the bragging rights. Not that I would sleep with a woman like that. In the end, I’d come out looking like the bad guy, being labeled as aloof or some such nonsense for having zero interest in my date. And these ladies are here for an entire week. One date may not be the end of it. There could be follow-up lovey-dovey crap.

I scrub a hand over my face. “So we’re to be the entertainment portion of the ladies’ week.”

“Think of it as using your celebrity for a good cause.”

She’s got me there because I do use my celebrity for good causes. I’m heavily involved with clean water efforts for impoverished countries. No. This is different. This is a prince as entertainment. It’s beneath me and my title.

“Anna, I’m sorry, but—”

“It will all be very discreet. Only our guests would be there. Please, Phillip, everyone loves the royal hottie. You’re famous in America, which makes you the headliner.”

I remain firm. “I’m sure when you tell my brothers, they’ll be up for it, so you won’t even need me.” My younger brothers are always up for a good time and don’t trouble themselves with princely dignities since they’re so far from the throne. “By the way, did you have your guests sign a nondisclosure?”

“Err, no. I keep forgetting that. I’ll have them sign one when they arrive. It’s possible they told their friends, but don’t worry. No one else will be admitted to the palace. This auction is invitation only. Oh, and your brothers already know.”

“So everyone knew about this but me?” I bark. And why the hell didn’t my brothers tell me? They’re still in residence at the palace. Most of my siblings are, though we’re all full-grown. It’s such a large place we have the privacy of our own suites, and the jet takes us off island whenever we want. I bet they’ve been laughing their asses off at my expense for weeks.

Anna rushes on. “I’ve just been so busy, and I happened to run across Lucas, who told Oscar, who told Adrian. Honestly, they’re just there as fillers, even though they’re just as hot as—ah! Gabriel!” He probably pinched her to remind her to look his way for hotness. “Seriously, you’re all my guests can talk about.”

I am not participating in your damn auction! I clench my jaw to keep from biting her head off. She is, after all, on her honeymoon. She is my beloved sister-in-law. She is the queen.

“No,” I say firmly and as politely as possible.

“What? Hello? Phillip, are you still there? Can you hear me?”

I lean toward the phone. “Yes, I can hear you.”

“HELLO? Ffffff…we’re going…tunnel. Fffff. I can’t hear you!” My brother’s deep chuckle carries through the phone loud and clear. “I’ll talk to you when I get back.” She hangs up.

I jab the button to end the call and finish the scotch in one long swallow. She could definitely hear me. Well, hear this, Anna, queen of Villroy, I refuse to be auctioned off like a piece of meat!

*     *     *

It’s been twenty-four hours since Anna informed me of the bachelor auction, and I remain firm in my refusal despite my brothers’ attempts to convince me to join them, saying it’ll be a blast just like everything with Anna. I shouldn’t feel guilty for letting her down. This whole auction business is frigging ridiculous.

I stride to the east wing to take a look at the royal fantasy suite Anna created for her guests, even stepping in with her own tool belt. She was not only a beautician back in the US, but also a handywoman for her apartment building. Is there nothing she can’t do? My respect for her won’t change my mind about the auction. I understand why she’s doing this, but there have got to be better options. I’m hoping visiting the royal fantasy suite will jog my brain into finding that option.

The island is my legacy, after all, where my family has ruled for centuries, our bloodlines dating back to the original tribe of Vikings known as the Wild Ones. My brothers and I loved playing Viking battle when we were kids. Those original Vikings sailed here from an early settlement on the Irish islands, bringing their Irish wives with them. These are my people, this is my island, and—before Anna arrived with her (mostly) fantastic ideas—we were all at a loss as to how to save the economy.

We were once a major seafood supplier, but the fish populations are on the decline and the fishermen have to sail farther out to sea for less catch. Anna’s plan involves using the fishing industry to produce cosmetic ingredients—fish oil, sponges, sea salt scrubs, mud, and I don’t even know what else. She’s preserving our traditional way of life while bringing us into the next century. The woman is brilliant.

My idea to boost the economy—turning Villroy into a destination-wedding venue—didn’t go so well. I try not to think about it. Needless to say, the two prestigious magazines in attendance for the inaugural wedding had a field day with the double-booked weddings, one of which consisted of furries. Yes, people who enjoy wearing stuffed animal suits. It was a disastrous event from start to finish, and I’ll never live it down. Luckily, Gabriel now sees it as amusing. At the time I thought he might rip my head off with his bare hands.

I stop in front of the royal fantasy suite, surprised to find the door open. The fact that Anna neglected to have her friends sign nondisclosures and they’re here early sets off alarm bells. Maybe they’ve leaked the news already. Maybe the adjoining rooms are filled to the gills with women who can’t wait to shout from the rooftops they’ve been with the royal hottie.

It’s quiet. I step inside the living room of the master suite with a balcony that offers a view of the sea. The suite appears to be empty. Maybe a servant was tidying up in here and forgot to close the door. I continue on, stepping into the master bedroom with a four-poster mahogany bed with a sheer white canopy. The furniture in the suite is all antique mahogany with royal blue accents in the upholstery. Local art hangs on the walls, all of it for sale with a discreet brochure for more art available at the Saturday market by the port. Anna has included as many of the islanders as possible in this new venture.

I jam a hand through my hair. How can we help the guests feel invested in this project while maintaining the dignity of the princely title? At least my dignity. My brothers are beyond hope.

“You’re Prince Phillip, the royal hottie!” a woman shrieks, startling me. Her accent is American. Definitely one of Anna’s friends. She must’ve been so eager to meet me she arrived a week ahead of schedule. Anna did say I’m all her friends can talk about. I suppress a groan as she steps out of the en suite bathroom, her green eyes huge.

I study her, looking for flaws in the man-hungry woman who wants to bid on me. She’s in her twenties, her dirty blond hair up in a ponytail, her skin creamy with a pink flush to her cheeks, pink lips too. She’s petite but curvy, maybe five feet, wearing a light blue bohemian-looking embroidered blouse with tight faded jeans and flats. Damn, not a single flaw. She’s beautiful. With her hair down, she would probably look even sexier. Still, she has ill intentions, and I must nip this in the bud.

She offers a small wave and flashes a smile that lights up her face. “Hi!”

I frown. “You’re early.”

“Anna told me to go straight to the royal fantasy suite as soon as I arrived.” She shakes her head with a smile. “Sorry I went all fangirl when I first saw you. It’s just so weird to see you in real life after seeing so many pictures of you online. You’re even better looking in person.”

“Thank you,” I bite out.

“Something wrong?”

Everything about this situation rubs me the wrong way. I will not be treated like a piece of meat, even by a beautiful woman who thinks I’m better looking in person. Drawing on every ounce of my royal training, I inform her, “The proper address for a woman meeting a prince for the first time is Your Highness, along with a head bow and curtsy.”

Her green eyes widen, her jaw slack.

Normally I wouldn’t pull rank, but I can’t let her get too familiar, thinking I’m for sale. “You can forget whatever you’ve been imagining will happen between us. I won’t go on a date with you for any price.”

Her head jerks back, her brows shooting up. “Excuse me?”

I cross my arms. “You heard me. I am not for sale.” I jerk my chin toward the door. “Maybe you should just leave if that’s your expectation.”

Her eyes narrow, and she doesn’t make a single move to leave.

We have a staredown that goes on uncomfortably long. I can’t be the one to leave. I’ve already pulled rank. She must go.

Finally, I break the silence, maintaining unblinking eye contact. “You may go now.”

“I’m not going anywhere. Do you know who I am, Your Highness?” She says Your Highness in a mocking tone with no requisite head bow or curtsy. Incredibly rude.

“You’re one of Anna’s friends, which is why I know what you’re thinking. You’ve probably been ogling my picture online, creating fantasies of us riding off into the sunset together or some such nonsense—”

She holds up a palm. “Let me stop you right there. I’m here at the queen’s request and, last time I checked, queen trumps prince, so adios, buckaroo. Don’t let the door hit your royal ass on the way out.” She pulls a tape measure from her back jeans pocket, turns her back to me, and begins measuring various distances in the bedroom—dresser to ceiling, dresser to floor, dresser to bathroom door.

I stare at her in shock. Have I been dismissed? How insulting. I’m second in line to the throne! Why, just three months ago I almost took Gabriel’s place as heir when he thought he wouldn’t be allowed to marry Anna, a commoner. Dodged a bullet there. I would’ve done it out of love for my brother, who fell so hard for Anna he was ready to abdicate the throne to have her, but I’m glad to remain the carefree spare. Still, the spare is important. Should anything happen to Gabriel, I will be king, which means I am not to be dismissed!

She pulls a small notepad and pen from another jeans pocket and scribbles for a minute.

I clear my throat loudly.

She glances over her shoulder. “You’re still here?” She tucks the notepad and pen away. “C’mere, make yourself useful and help me measure the length of the room.” She holds out the end of the tape measure to me.

I turn on my heel and leave, dismissing her.

I’m barely two steps out the door when I hear her say loudly to herself, “Boy, the royal hottie sure believes the hype. What a disappointment.”

Another insult. I turn back, ready to blast her. No. She’s not worth even one more minute of my time.

I head back to the west wing to my suite. I’m glad she’s disappointed, whoever she is. I didn’t even catch her name. Normally I’m warm and friendly, especially with a beautiful woman, but this looming bachelor auction has me on the defensive.

You know what? This is good. Maybe I’ll disappoint all of Anna’s man-hungry guests and then no one will care that I’m not in the auction. In fact, I’ll text Anna right now. Met one of your guests and I’ve disappointed her so much she has no interest in bidding on me.

No response from Anna.

I can’t help hammering home my point. I told you no about the auction, so tell these women to stay away from me.

By the time I reach my suite, Anna’s alarming reply pops up: That is my friend Ruby. She’s doing me a huge favor with a rush interior design job to make the royal suite magical. What did you do?

Err…

My thumbs fly over the keypad. I thought she wanted to bid on me. Don’t worry. I’ll correct the mistake and win her over with my charm.

Anna: Don’t even think about hooking up with Ruby! She’s not into casual sex and doesn’t have time to fool around.

I wasn’t thinking that. Though she is beautiful.

Your rep precedes you. We need her, and I can’t afford to have you screw it up like you do with every other woman.

Ouch. Duly noted.

I love you, just keep it in your pants.

I roll my eyes. Got it. Ruby is forbidden.

And since when has the forbidden ever been tempting? Ha. I can control myself. No problem.


Chapter Two


Ruby

Arrogant? Check.

Rude? Check.

Full of himself? Check times a gazillion.

What is his problem? Coming in here, where I’m trying to do my job, and telling me to leave? Informing me he wouldn’t go on a date with me for any price? Uh, hello! Did I ask him on a date? The guy so believes the hype he can’t imagine anyone wouldn’t want to go on a date with him. Ooh, I’m the royal hottie. Get over yourself. Like I want to be his flavor of the week. Geez. I’ve spent the last two months recovering from a disastrous long-term relationship, which led to losing my job and moving in with my parents. Not where I want to be at twenty-five years old. A playboy like him is the very last thing I need.

I’m not saying he’s not gorgeous; he totally is with thick dark brown hair, striking aquamarine blue eyes, high cheekbones with hollows under them, a strong jaw, and full lips. His five-foot-eleven frame is muscular perfection from his wide shoulders to his bulging biceps, barrel chest, narrow hips, and thick muscular legs. Okay, so I’m one of his fangirl followers. I might have memorized his stats and/or ogled his shirtless self on the beach with his current supermodel girlfriend. It was fun to fantasize about the playboy prince. Now that’s all out the window because the reality is he’s an arrogant rude full-of-himself prince. Hmph.

This interior design job is a golden opportunity and one I don’t take lightly. When Anna called me on Sunday morning to offer me the job, I got myself on the next flight out. She’s reimbursing me for the travel expense in my paycheck too, knowing I’m broke. She’s the real deal, a loyal true friend, and I don’t find it much of a stretch to call her queen. Her mother-in-law stepped down as queen on her husband’s death and is now a princess again.

Anna has already done a wonderful job choosing the furniture, bedding, and draperies. I’m just adding the final touches. The only issue is there are few local island resources for what I need—lighting, decorative accessories, a new fireplace mantel for the master suite—and I’m hampered in working with the closest place to shop, France, by the fact that I speak zero French. Also, I’m on a nail-biting deadline—only one week until her guests arrive. Wait, what time is it here? I’m so thrown off by the time zones. The guests arrive next Sunday night, and it is now plus six hours from East Coast time…Monday afternoon local time. Great, I actually only have six days.

Breathe!

First, I need more art. I grab the art brochure with information on the artists who did the suite’s paintings. I need to track down these people. I head back to my room one floor up from here and call the servants’ quarters for my maid, Maya. We met earlier. She’s close to my age and we got along well. I’ve decided she’ll be my ally in finding everything I need. Heck, for all I know she speaks French. Many on the island are bilingual, though English is the official language. Wouldn’t that be great?

Maya arrives in a shockingly speedy time, knocking on the open door. Her dark brown hair is in a neat bun, and she wears the servant’s uniform of white shirt and black pants.

“Come in, Maya. Thanks for coming so quickly.”

She bobs her head. “What can I get you, ma’am?”

“By any chance do you speak French?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Do you know anyone who does?”

“The men who work with the horses and the chef.”

I consider this. I feel like I’d be taking them away from work that’s important to the palace, and they probably would be zero help with decorating stuff. “Okay, no worries.” I grab the art brochure and hand it to her. “Where can I find these people? I want to buy more local art.”

She scans the names and looks up at me, regret in her eyes, her lips turned down. “Ma’am, most of the artists on this brochure are also fishermen. They’re already out to sea. A few might appear at the Saturday market.”

“That’s very late. Anna’s guests arrive on Sunday.”

She brightens. “Actually, I know a woman who does murals who might be available. She did the local nursery school’s walls with fairy-tale scenes.”

“Ooh, yes! I could have a central ceiling painting in the master suite living room featuring a fantastical sea scene with mermaids and sea nymphs. And for the bathrooms, a painted starry sky framed to look like a fake skylight right over the whirlpool tub. Do you know someone local who paints canvases that might be available right away? I could use them for the fake skylights.”

She studies the brochure for a moment. “We could try Jeanne. She paints on all kinds of surfaces.”

“Great!” My brain starts cranking with the logistics. If I have to, I could skip the bathroom paintings and do something with pinholes of light through a dark fabric for a fake skylight. I suddenly realize Maya is talking.

I refocus on her. “What’s that?”

“Do you need me for anything else, ma’am?”

“Actually, I need you for everything. Could you be my personal island guide and help me all week with the interior decorating in the royal fantasy suite? You could be my assistant.”

Her hand goes to her throat. “I don’t know anything about interior design, ma’am. I’m here to serve our honored guest.”

“This is how you can serve me. Please. I can’t do it alone, and I only have six days. I don’t want to disappoint the queen.”

Her brown eyes widen. “Oh, no, me either. Let me check if it’s okay and then I’m happy to assist.”

I throw my arms wide. “Thank you!”

She blushes and smooths her hair back. “Just a moment, ma’am.” She goes to the phone and has a quick whispered conversation. I hear “Her Majesty, the Queen” thrown in a few times and then she turns to me. “All set! Where should we start?”

“We’re going to visit with the artists, and then you and I are going shopping at the palace!”

She gasps. “You can’t shop here. Nothing is for sale.”

“We’re borrowing. Stick with me and you’ll love the results.”

“I don’t know, ma’am. Everything has a place.”

“Do you have an attic here?”

“Yes.”

“Fantastic!”

She shakes her head and then quickly covers with a smile. “As you wish, ma’am.”

*     *     *

The artists’ visits went well. They’re thrilled to be paid for their art. I have a limited budget, but art is always worth the extra. One of them, Clara, is already busy sketching out fantastical sea ideas for the ceiling mural. She’ll arrive at the palace tomorrow and I’ll arrange for scaffolding for her project. Jeanne had the genius idea of painting the starry sky on a paintable acoustic panel, and she had extra panels from a previous project. This will make both a fantastic fake skylight and add to the hushed romantic feel of the luxury bathrooms. Sometimes spacious bathrooms can echo.

Maya and I have been scouring the dusty attic for hours. It’s huge! The entire length of the east wing and there’s another attic over the west wing. I found an antique tabletop clock, dull brass candlesticks that we’ll get shining in no time, and a vintage 1920s white desktop phone with rotary dial—does it work? Who cares! It looks amazing. I also found a fireplace mantel with chipped paint that’s crazy cool. The top of the mantel is in the shape of a crown with a faded royal crest in the center. The royal crest—a lion wearing a crown with the sea and a fish beneath—is awesome too. I’ll get the paint touched up on it.

I follow Maya back downstairs, covered in dust. We’re a mess, but it was so worth it. I’ve got the clock in one hand and the phone in the other. Maya’s got an armful of candlesticks. We’ll need some help for the mantel, which is too heavy and unwieldy for us. Maya opens a door out to the hallway and immediately drops into a low curtsy. “Your Highness.”

It’s the royal hottie himself. His crisp white button-down shirt is open at the throat, exposing tanned chest. Dark gray pants with black leather shoes complete his GQ outfit.

“Maya!” he exclaims. “I almost didn’t recognize you. Have you been sweeping out the chimneys? I’m pretty sure that’s not in your job description.” Even his accent is sexy, proper English with a hint of French lilt to it. He smiles, his aquamarine eyes sparkling playfully. He is breathtaking. I wish I were immune.

Maya blushes. “No, sir. I’ve been in the attic.”

Phillip glances at me and then back to Maya. “It’s a nightmare up there. Next time tell me what you need and I’ll have it brought down for you. Hold on.” He leans close to her and then carefully picks a long cobweb out of her hair, crumpling it in his hand.

Maya looks suitably freaked that something weird was in her hair. “What was it?”

“Just a cobweb.”

She holds herself very still. “Any spiders?”

Phillip inspects her hair. “Let me see.” He makes a big show of looking all over her head. “Ah. Don’t move a muscle.”

Maya squeaks.

Phillip laughs. “Kidding!”

Maya laughs too. “Oh, you!”

He looks over at me, still smiling, and my stomach dips. “Hello.”

“Hi,” I manage because when he’s not being an arrogant jerk, he’s hot as fuck.

He turns back to Maya. “Is this a new maid, or have I not been paying attention?”

I must have more dust and dirt on me than I realized if he doesn’t recognize me. Though I did change my clothes to old ratty sweats, put my Rays cap on, and traded my contacts for glasses. I knew this would be dirty work and I wanted to cover up as much as possible.

Maya shakes her head. “Sir, this is our honored guest, the queen’s friend Miss Ruby Evans. She’s an interior designer and is putting some magic into the royal fantasy suite.” She turns to me. “Right? Magic?”

I smile. “Yes. That’s right. It’s in my job description per Queen Anna.”

Phillip’s eyes narrow as he gives me a once-over. “We met earlier.” He frowns. “You look different.”

“Would this help?” I hang my tongue out and pant. “Remember me now? The one who panted after you, desperate for a date you’d never give me at any price?”

Maya gasps.

Red creeps up Phillip’s neck. “Yes. I mean no. Good day.” He turns to go.

I stifle a laugh. “We could use a hand getting a fireplace mantel down from the attic.”

He stills and turns back to me, which I give him a lot of credit for, considering his neck is still red.

I incline my head toward the attic. “It’s leaning against the wall when you first go up. I left a pink Post-it on it. The mantel is white, shaped like a crown at the top with the royal crest. Could you have someone bring it to the fantasy suite?”

And then he surprises me by striding straight to the attic door and heading upstairs to get it himself. What a prince! Ha-ha.

Then I realize he’s going to ruin his expensive white dress shirt with the dusty mantel. I set the clock and phone on the floor and holler through the open attic door. “Phillip, wait! You’re going to ruin your white shirt. It looks custom-made. You should change or get someone else to help with the mantel.”

“No problem,” he says, rapidly unbuttoning the shirt. “Wait right there.”

I suck in air. I expected him to change not strip. But do I call a halt to the increasingly spectacular reveal? Uh, no. He must have a personal trainer. It’s tanned chiseled muscle as far as my ogling eyes can see, from defined pecs to what I swear is an eight-pack with a deep V at the waist. My mouth goes dry as he descends the stairs, his blue-green eyes locked on mine. By the time he’s standing two steps above me, my body hums with lust, my pulse thrumming through my veins, and I’m flushed hot from head to toe. He smells intoxicating, like fresh soap, hints of ocean, and sexy man. No, arrogant man. Stay strong.

He quickly undoes the cuffs, pulls the shirt off, and places it in my hand. “Thank you for your concern, Ruby.”

“Yes,” I croak. “You’re welcome. Any time.”

He arches a brow, a sexy smirk on his lips. The bottom lip is fuller than the top, and I’m fixated on it.

He turns and goes upstairs and, oh my God, the back view is incredible—powerful rounded shoulders, muscular back, tight ass. I tell myself there’s no harm in looking, even at a rude arrogant playboy prince, as long as he doesn’t know I’m looking.

He glances over his shoulder at me. Busted!

My cheeks flame, and I rush out the attic door, his shirt clutched in my hand.

“Ma’am?” Maya asks with some alarm. “Is that His Highness’s shirt?”

I clear my throat. My cheeks are still hot. Embarrassment? Lust? Maybe both. “Yes.”

“Perhaps we should call for another shirt for him?”

I glance down at the dusty clock and phone I need to carry and his white shirt, which I’m trying to keep safe. “He knows where to find us. I’ll…” What will I do? We’re both too dirty to carry the shirt or wear it. I look around the hallway and spot a bronze bust at the end perched on a marble pedestal. “I’ll just set this over on that bust for him and we’ll be back in business.”

“But, ma’am, that’s the bust of a former king. One of his revered ancestors.”

“Then it will suit him.”

I walk briskly down the hall and set the shirt over the bust, which, by the way, is completely dust-free. Problem solved.


Chapter Three


Phillip

This mantel has seen better days, which is why it was in the attic in the first place. I admit I normally wouldn’t act as moving man, but I was thrown off by Ruby, who was unrecognizable from before. Her hair was tied back and covered by a dusty Rays cap, smudges of dirt on her tortoiseshell glasses hid the bright green of her eyes, and her body was swallowed up by a baggy gray tracksuit. She surprised me looking like that, and then reminding me of our earlier encounter. I admit I took my shirt off just to give her something else to remember me by.

I know, I know, that was bad form after Anna declared Ruby off-limits, but it’s not like I’m going to do anything. It shouldn’t be too difficult to keep my distance. Ruby’s only here for a week, and I’m leaving very soon. First for a tour with Global Sun Water, a nonprofit I’ve been involved with for years, and then my travels continue as the new UN Ambassador for Clean Water. I volunteered for the UN position, citing my work with Global Sun Water bringing solar water-pump technology to impoverished communities. Despite my sometimes salacious press, the UN accepted me. The truth is, good or bad, everything I do gets attention in the press, which will subtly put pressure on foreign governments to make clean water a priority. I’ve committed to the UN position for a year, but they hope I will continue for longer.

Guess what, ladies, I’m not just a pretty face. I want to help with clean water efforts, and I also want to improve my public image for the sake of my family. I’ve sworn to my grieving mother to keep the scandal to a minimum and stop tarnishing the family name during this critical transitional time for Villroy’s monarchy after my father’s passing. My mother is in such a deep state of grief she’s shut herself off from palace life, only coming out when she absolutely has to. But she keeps tabs on things. I’m not saying I’m taking a vow of chastity, just that I’ll be more discreet.

As I approach the master suite, I can hear Ruby and Maya’s conversation floating out to the hall. “Prince Phillip is usually very nice,” Maya says.

Why, thank you, Maya. She’s only three years younger than me. We practically grew up together since her mother worked at the palace too.

“Nice looking maybe,” Ruby replies. Maybe? “I’m telling you he was incredibly rude to me before.”

I speed up. I need to defend my honor and put things right. Also, I don’t want Ruby to tell Maya the details of our encounter, which the servants will have a field day with.

Ruby’s voice rises. “I mean, I didn’t ask him for a date and he acted like I was going after him. Do I look like a desperate woman?”

“No, ma’am,” Maya replies solemnly. I can hear the smile in her voice. She has a good sense of humor, though she will always remain professional.

I step into the living room of the master suite and set the mantel against the hearth. They’re in the bedroom.

Maya goes on. “Maybe it’s because of Queen Anna’s—”

“I’m afraid we got off on the wrong foot,” I say, appearing in front of them. If Ruby doesn’t already know about the auction, I’d prefer to keep it that way. No sense giving her more ammunition against me after our earlier embarrassing encounter. I’m hoping she’ll be gone before the auction happens. Besides, I won’t be participating in it, and I think that will disappoint her. Not because she wants to bid on me, that’s for my sister-in-law’s wealthy clients. Ruby will be disappointed that I let her friend, the queen, down.

They freeze, both of them staring at my bare chest. I get that reaction a lot. Good to know my workouts are still massively effective.

I hold my hand out to Ruby. “I’ll take my shirt.”

“It’s out.” She points toward the door. “Out there.”

Maya drops her eyes to my shoes. “It’s on the bust of King Carl the first, in the hallway where we were previously, Your Highness.” That’s my great-great-great-great-grandfather, who reestablished the Rourke family as rulers two centuries ago, wresting control of Villroy from the British, who’d wrested it from the French, who’d taken control from us, the original Viking-Irish tribe. He is, in a word, a legend. And now he’s wearing my shirt. Sacrilege, using my revered ancestor as a laundry hamper.

I rub my temple. “Maya—”

“I’ll have it brought round.” She rushes to the phone, probably to call the servants’ quarters.

Ruby bites her lip. “I was just trying to keep the shirt pristine.”

I incline my head toward the living room. Maya’s back is to us, but I’d like even more privacy.

She points toward the other room. “You want me to—”

“Yes.”

I head to the living room and take a seat on the plush blue sofa in front of the hearth. Ruby appears in the room, looking concerned. We definitely got off on the wrong foot. I pat the cushion next to me. “Please have a seat.”

She shakes her head. “I’m way too dirty for that sofa, and I won’t be stripping, unlike some exhibitionists I’ve only just met.”

I smile. “I admit I was trying to distract you from your first impression of me. I was worked up about something else, and I took it out on you. I’m sure you must think I was terribly rude. Can we start over?” I offer my hand. “Hello, I’m Phillip. Welcome to Villroy.”

She smiles a little and closes the distance between us, standing in front of me. “Hello, Phillip. I’m Ruby and quite happy to be here doing this job for my good friend Anna.” She tucks her much smaller hand in mine and I clasp it. My nerve endings flare to life at the touch, surprising me.

Our gazes collide in a moment of shared recognition. Attraction. Chemistry. It’s arcing between us like electricity. I give her a brief handshake and drop my hand from hers.

She takes a step back.

“So,” she says at the same time as I say, “Ruby.”

“You go,” we say at the same time and laugh.

She raises a palm. “Prince trumps commoner. Please, what were you going to say?”

“I don’t think in those terms. I know the circumstances of my birth were dumb luck. Some people are born into royalty; some born into poverty. I’m simply a lucky man.”

She wags a finger at me. “Not as arrogant as I first thought.”

I put a hand to my heart. “You wound me.” I lean forward. “Though I suppose I deserve it.”

She waves that away. “No worries on this front. I’m not looking for a relationship or even a date. In fact, I’m pretty much turned off by your entire species. I might try the softer side. At least women I can understand.”

I’m speechless.

She barks out a laugh. “Kidding! Not that there’s anything wrong with that. Whatever floats your boat, right?”

“Oh. Ha-ha. Yes.”

She shakes her head, smiling. “So let’s be friends. Is that where you were going with this?”

I take her in, still looking very much the dirty urchin. She even has smudges of dirt on her nose and cheek. Her petite curves are completely hidden by the baggy gray tracksuit. There should not be a single ounce of temptation in the picture she makes, yet I know we cannot be friends. I felt that chemistry. I need to keep my distance.

“I’m glad we cleared up our earlier misunderstanding,” I say formally. “I assured Anna I would make amends.”

Her face falls, her gaze dropping to the floor. “Ah. Yeah, sure.” She lifts her chin, her earlier open friendly expression now closed. “All cleared up.”

I ignore the dull ache in my chest. “Good.”

Albert, one of our oldest servants, with thinning white hair, steps into the room. “Your Highness, I’ve brought you your shirt.”

I stand and take the shirt he holds out to me with a knobby hand. “Thank you, Albert.” I put the shirt on, quickly buttoning it.

He bows his head and takes his leave.

Ruby turns and heads back to the bedroom without another word.

Maya’s voice carries loud and clear. “I told you he was nice, ma’am.” She must’ve been eavesdropping, like all of the servants.

“Enough about him,” Ruby says sharply. “Now let’s get to work.”

I walk out the door, my limbs heavy. I did what I had to do. No reason for regrets.

*     *     *

Ruby

The next day I get the artists, Clara and Jeanne, settled in to do their work. Then Maya and I head out to catch the next ferry to Nantes, France, on a shopping expedition. I’m not sure what I’m looking for, exactly; I’ll know it when I see it. Something that would complement the existing decor, bringing a pop to it or an extra layer of regalness. We shall see.

“Maybe Prince Phillip could help us, ma’am,” Maya says as we head downstairs. “He was helpful yesterday with the mantel. If we find a large item, we might need him to carry it.”

Gah. Phillip. He totally gave me the brush-off yesterday. Apparently, I’m not worthy of his friendship. Add haughty to his list of sins, which I reviewed last night when I found myself replaying our shirtless encounter. No amount of sexy good looks can make up for being a playboy prince who is full of himself, arrogant, and haughty. I’ve removed rude from the list after his apology. Still…let’s add a few more sins for good measure. He’s too formal, cocky, and shallow. Oh, yes, he knows he’s good looking. He’s all about the looks the way he stripped down in front of me. Definitely not my type. I am officially unfollowing the royal hottie.

I look over at Maya. “By that logic, we could get any man with big shoulders to go with us. Forget it. Men hate shopping.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am. It was not my intention to overstep.”

“What do you mean?”

She’s quiet, and I follow her gaze to where Phillip is standing, waiting for us at the bottom of the stairs. My breath quickens, my heart hammering. I will myself to calm the frick down. His dark brown hair is rumpled a bit like he ran his fingers through it, and he’s got sexy scruff on his jaw. He’s wearing a gray button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, revealing corded muscular forearms, along with black pants, a thick leather belt, and loafers. He looks casual, like a regular guy I might meet in real life, not this alternate reality I’ve stepped into for my short visit to the palace. Two badass-looking men stand behind him dressed all in black—blazer, T-shirt, and pants. His security detail. I can tell by the wireless earpieces they wear and their stone-cold serious expressions.

“Good morning, Maya and Ruby,” Phillip says warmly. As if there was no haughty brush-off yesterday.

Maya dips her head and curtsies. “Good morning, Your Highness.”

“Good morning, Phillip.” I can’t bring myself to say Your Highness. It feels too much like he’s above me, and he’s not. “I’m surprised you want to go shopping with us.”

“Shopping?” He turns to Maya in mock surprise. “You told me I was to receive an award.”

Maya blushes and shakes her head. I suspect she has a crush on him. Even I know a prince wouldn’t date his maid. That only happens in the movies.

“No?” he asks in a teasing tone. “I’m not to receive the award for best karaoke?”

Maya laughs.

“What about best example of drunk dancing ever seen in the island’s history?” He winks at me, and I shake my head, fighting a smile. He’s teasing Maya, and she’s loving all the attention.

“You are a fine dancer, sir,” Maya says with a laugh.

He inclines his head. “Thank you. Good to know I’ve at least got that to fall back on. And today I’ll play your moving man, shopping assistant, or interpreter, as the case may be.”

Maya beams at him and turns to me. “He speaks French.”

“That could be helpful,” I say, playing it cool. I’m not a blushing maid so easily taken in by a little flirty charm. “I mean, the other stuff is great too. So, okay, let’s go.”

We head through a side exit of the palace, where a couple of black Mercedes with tinted windows are waiting. Phillip holds the car door open to the backseat. I’m not sure if it’s me or Maya he’s expecting to sit there. Where do the guards sit?

“You go, ma’am,” Maya says. “I’ll take the front seat.”

I brush past Phillip, his heat close enough to warm me, and murmur, “Thank you,” before taking my seat.

He joins me a moment later in the backseat. “Security will take the lead car. There’s not much concern here on the island, but they’re helpful in public.”

There’s space between us. Even so, his fresh clean scent washes over me, making me want to lean closer just to breathe him in. Nice, Ruby, you’re turning into the panting desperate woman he thought you were. No wonder he’s a playboy. His pheromones are lethal.

The car smoothly drives down the curving palace road. I take in the gorgeous view of sparkling blue-green sea and bright blue skies with white fluffy clouds. It’s near the end of September and the weather is still a comfortable seventy degrees. Why did Phillip volunteer today? Did he do it as a favor to Anna, wanting to help with the royal fantasy suite? Or did he change his mind about spending time with me as a friend? I don’t think princes go shopping just to help out their maid.

I stealthily check out Phillip in profile—his expression is neutral. My gaze follows the line of his square jaw, his full lower lip, the cord of his neck, his wide shoulder, back up to—

Crap! He winked at me.

I face front, willing my blush to go away. Busted times a zillion. Augh. I am the worst kind of hypocrite, blaming him for being into his looks and then checking him out. Okay, back to work. Logistics, lists, tight schedule. It’s no use. My mind is static. I fear he short-circuited it.

I finally cool off enough to risk a look at him. He gives me a small smile, and I smile back. I’m genetically incapable of not smiling back. I can’t help it. I’m a smiler. Before my crash and burn with Satan, aka my ex, I used to be known for having lots of positive energy. I’ve been compared, in a good way, to a happy pixie with my petite size and energy.

I attempt a normal friendly tone with Phillip in line with today’s agenda. “Will you be mobbed by paparazzi?” That could really hamper our shopping progress.

“I hope not,” he replies.

“Let me hear you speak some French.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to hear if you sound fluent.”

A smile plays over his lips. “And you would know this how? Maya says you don’t speak French.”

“I’ve got an ear for language.”

“Oh, really? And what languages do you speak?”

“Err, English. But I can recognize a bunch of them.”

“How useful.” His tone is droll, and I can’t help but laugh. He holds up a finger. “Je ne peux pas manger les produits laitiers.”

Maya giggles.

“Why’re you laughing?” I ask, leaning forward to Maya. “That sounded like real French.”

“It was, ma’am,” she replies. “It’s the one phrase I know. Phillip taught me.”

Phillip takes on a mock aggrieved tone. “Did you think I spoke fake French?”

I lean back in my seat. “Well, I don’t know. Some people exaggerate their skills.”

He huffs and leans forward. “Maya, have I ever exaggerated my skills?”

She beams back at him. “No, sir. You excel at everything.”

I lean forward. “He’s going to get a big head if you keep saying stuff like that.”

He turns back to me and grins. We’re unexpectedly close and my breath catches, the air buzzing between us. His voice is husky. “There you have it.”

I lick my lips, surprised at how much I want to close the distance between us. My libido has been in deep freeze for two months for good reason, and now it dances for him. My libido is an idiot.

I sink back into my seat. “So what was that fancy French you said? What did it mean?”

His eyes sparkle with amusement. “I can’t eat dairy products.”

I laugh. “For real?”

“Yes, for real. Though I can eat dairy products. I said that for Maya. She’s lactose intolerant.”

“Sadly, it’s true,” Maya says.

Phillip gestures toward her with a smile. My lips curve up automatically, and I remind myself sternly that this is a business trip. This is my first big job in my new solo interior design business after losing my job at the Happy Mouse Kingdom in Orlando two months ago. I’d like to say I quit, but the truth is they let me go because I wasn’t performing at the expected level and there was a waiting list for my job. I lost my mojo, plain and simple. No energy, no creativity, nothing. That’s what happens when you find out the man you were living with for a year—madly in love—is married with triplets on the way.

Cue downward spiral.

We met at a club and he treated me so special I fell hard. He lavished me with affection, surprised me with little gifts like my favorite chocolate truffles or flowers for no reason at all, and the sex was hot. Then after a year of blissful ignorant happiness, he informed me I had to move out because we were living in his parents’ vacation condo and they were coming for a visit for the upcoming birth of his triplets. He actually expected me to be happy for him.

All I could do was hole up in my old bedroom at my parents’ house with its pink and white striped comforter, stuff my face with chocolate truffle ice cream, and hate-watch home decorating shows for being unrealistic. After a while, I scraped myself off the ice-cream-stained bed, pulled together a résumé, and blasted it out. Big lot of nothing. So I went out on my own. I got a few nibbles on the job front, small jobs mostly, redoing a sunroom kind of jobs that cover half a week’s rent. Not enough for me to move to my own place, which is necessary because guess who else is pregnant? No, not me. My mom! It’s her miracle baby. I was shocked when she told me last month because, after having me, she had a series of miscarriages, and the doctor told her to stop trying for her own health. She didn’t think she could get pregnant at forty-three (she had me when she was eighteen). Anyway, Mom’s pregnancy with a baby girl (yay!) is going well, and soon my parents will need my room for the baby. I won’t move far though. This is the little sister I’ve always wanted, and I definitely want to be part of her life.

So enough with the male distraction. This job is the key to getting back on my feet, and I won’t let a charming smile, intoxicating manly scent, or sexy scruff stand in my way.

I turn to Phillip in full professional mode. “Have you ever shopped in Nantes before?”

“Of course, it’s right next door.”

“Tell me everything.”

Phillip doesn’t disappoint, filling me in on the historic le Passage Pommeraye, one of the original shopping malls dating from 1843, to the best places for antiques, clothes, and jewelry. He’s unfamiliar with design stuff, but that’s okay because he can ask around to get what we need.

By the time we get to the port, I’m convinced Maya did the right thing asking Phillip along, even though I initially thought we wouldn’t need him. I step out of the car and spot the ferry already waiting at the side of a long dock. It’s filled with passengers.

I speedwalk toward the ferry. “Hurry! We don’t want to miss it.”

A large warm hand wraps around my wrist, stilling me. I look up into Phillip’s eyes—I swear they match the sea here—and the heat in them brings all my nerve endings to life. I felt it when he shook my hand yesterday, too, like an electric current. There’s a shimmering attraction between us that I instinctively know will ignite given the smallest push.

I gulp, caught in his grip literally and lustfully.

“This way,” he says, giving my wrist a small tug toward the other side of the dock. Maya is already being helped aboard a sleek white yacht.

He releases my wrist and I return to my sensible self. I should’ve known a prince wouldn’t travel crammed onto a public ferry. “Your royal yacht?”

“My royal yacht.” His voice drops to a husky drawl. “I promise a smooth ride.”

I narrow my eyes at his innuendo despite the obvious chemistry. Yesterday he acted above me; today he’s using his charm for what? Seduction? I don’t need a man like this, I really don’t, even if I do admire him shirtless. And with his sleeves rolled up. And all the time…shit. What the hell is wrong with me? My hormones are out of control. Down, girl.

“Isn’t it lovely?” Maya calls from the deck.

“It’s gorgeous!” I yell back. Then I tell Phillip under my breath, “She has a monster crush on you.”

“I know. Shall we?” He places a hand on the small of my back and guides me toward the gangway.

I ignore the heat from his big hand on my lower back and allow it to remain there as a test of my fortitude. I will courageously resist temptation with every ounce of mental and emotional strength within me. Also, his hand feels too good to push away.

I look up at him. “So you just encourage her crush on you when there’s no chance?”

He shrugs one shoulder.

“What if she’s turning down guys because she thinks she’s in love with you?”

He drops his hand from my back and stares at me. “You think she’s in love with me?”

“Why not? You’re gorgeous, warm, and kind to her. Not to mention a frigging prince.”

A slow smile breaks until he’s smiling widely, his teeth flashing white against the dark stubble of his jaw. I am immune, dammit.

“What?” I ask.

“That might be the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me. The warm and kind part, not the frigging prince part.”

I give him my best menacing scowl, though being a petite five-foot happy pixie, I can never quite pull it off. “Just don’t break her heart. I like her.”

“I do too, Ruby. I do too.”

A stab of jealousy alarms me. Maybe Maya does have a chance with him.

And why do I care?


Chapter Four


Phillip

I’m only here to help out Anna. When my sister-in-law returns from her honeymoon to my steadfast refusal to set foot in a bachelor auction, at least I can feel good about helping her friend with the royal fantasy suite. I tell myself that’s more than enough. I will make myself useful to Ruby, and she will hopefully pass along how helpful I’ve been.

Except I know that’s not the only reason I’m here. I want to spend more time with Ruby. Yesterday when I kept my distance after her open friendliness, I felt like I’d lost something important. She’s beautiful and has such joie de vivre, an inner spark of enthusiasm, an energy I find irresistible. I can’t deny the attraction, and I know it goes both ways. It’s like a living, breathing thing between us. Would it be so bad if I acted on it?

Yes! It would be very bad. Anna already warned you off.

I pull out my phone. Look, there it is, Anna’s Ruby-is-forbidden text. We need her, and I can’t afford to have you screw it up like you do with every other woman.

And this little gem: I love you, just keep it in your pants.

I study our texts for a moment. You know, it doesn’t say I can’t be friends with Ruby. I will stand on that virtuous mountain until I die of unsatisfied lust. Or until Ruby goes back to the US next week. That’s another good reason to keep it in my trousers. She’s leaving; I’m leaving. She’s not into casual sex, according to Anna, which means she’d regret a fling with me.

I’m not known for my steadfast commitment. Not since my ex, Lana. Our five-year relationship ended in a very public breakup that was well documented in the press and gossip rags. I admit I went a little nuts rutting my way through Europe after that. None of those women were right. I couldn’t make the leap to a third date let alone commitment. And then I met Hailey, the wedding planner for my sister Silvia’s wedding in the US. I purposely sabotaged myself by picking her to get closer to, a woman who was clearly in love with another man.

I exhale sharply. I’ve given up on finding the right woman. Maybe down the line I’ll agree to an arranged marriage to benefit the kingdom. It was an option offered to me and my siblings, though only Gabriel and Emma agreed to it. Gabriel changed his mind when he met Anna. Emma is still engaged and seems content with the arrangement.

I look down from the captain’s perch of the yacht, where I’ve been standing with the crew, at Ruby and Maya by the deck rail taking in the view as Villroy fades in the distance. They’re a study in contrasts—the blond Ruby with her hair wild and loose in the sea breeze, the brunette Maya, her hair mostly still contained in a neat bun. Maya is dressed in her uniform of white shirt and black trousers, while Ruby is all color in a vibrant floral dress in shades of red, pink, and yellow. Maya is composed propriety, albeit with a sense of humor. Ruby is looser, more open.

I take in the island that is home. It’s mostly untouched by modern times, though we do have cell phones and internet. The coastline is rugged with cliffs. Inlets with gorgeous sand beaches nestle between the cliffs. Port Axel is the main commercial base for fishermen, who mostly catch tuna, bass, monkfish, and shellfish. There’s an old lighthouse with a red top, the locals’ white boats anchored near the port, and farther out by the port are white buildings with red roofs for the commercial fishing industry. Inland and along the road to the palace are cottages, white with blue trim, and even farther out dunes and wetlands. Villroy is a part of me, and no matter how far away I travel, I always return home. I’m lucky enough to live in Amalie Palace, perched in the center of the island on a hill overlooking it all.

I join the women at the deck rail, standing next to Ruby. “Hello. Enjoying the view?”

She smooths her long dirty blond hair back behind her ears before turning to me. “Absolutely. The palace looks like something out of a fairy tale, even more so from a distance.”

I smile. I’ve heard that before, but to me it’s simply home. Amalie Palace is sandstone with copper roofs, five stories, reaching six stories in the two towers. There’s two long wings stretching out from the sides that form a courtyard in back, leading to manicured gardens and a long path to the sea.

“I think the last renovation is what put it over the edge with all the spires,” I tell her. “Fire took some of the earlier palaces. This one was built in the eighteenth century and renovated many times.”

She turns back to the view. “It’s enchanting.”

“To think my Viking ancestors started with a plain stone circular fortress.” I point over to the crumbling structure perched on one side of the palace.

“Is that what that is?” She turns to me and crinkles her nose. “I like the newer one better.” Her hair flies into her face as the yacht angles into a turn, and she holds it down with both hands. “Isn’t it a hazard to have a pile of rocks like that? It looks like it could crumble at any moment.”

“It reminds us of our heritage, our history, and it reminds the islanders that the proper family is ruling. It was our ancestors who started the settlement.”

“Cool.” She lets go of her hair and it slaps her in the face. I barely resist smoothing it back for her. She spits some out and smooths it back. “I should’ve brought a hair band or a hat.”

“We could go in the cabin.” I gesture to the enclosed cabin behind us. “You can still have the view. There’s a sofa, TV, wet bar, refrigerator.”

She peers in one of the windows. “Sure.” She turns to Maya. “You want to go inside with us?”

Maya smiles. “Thanks, but I’d like to enjoy the sun a bit, ma’am. You go ahead.”

Ruby turns to me. “Okay, lead the way.”

So I do, telling myself it’s harmless. An hour together in an enclosed cabin. It’s not like I’m taking her to the master bedroom suite. I open the door for her and follow her in.

She stops short. “This is gorgeous!”

“Thanks. Though I really shouldn’t take the credit.”

She moves farther into the cabin. “It’s so sleek.” There’s a white leather sectional, a glossy wood coffee table with matching cabinetry, and hardwood flooring. The ceiling is white with recessed lighting and glossy light wood trim that matches the furnishings and floor. Past the wet bar is a dining area on a raised platform with a bay of windows.

“I suppose it’s sleek because it has to weather the sea,” I say. “Please have a seat. Would you like a drink?”

She sits in the center of the sectional across from the TV. “Sure! What do you have?”

I head over to the nearby wet bar. “Anything. It’s fully stocked.”

Her brows lift. “Is it too early for a margarita?”

I grin. It’s not yet noon. “Never. But I’m afraid I’m your bartender. I can pour scotch, whisky, beer, or wine. Not much of a cocktail maker.”

“Wow, a prince is serving me? Has this ever happened in the long history of the kingdom?”

I jab a finger at her. “Just for that you’re getting bilge water.”

She sticks out her tongue. “That sounds bad.”

“It is bad. It’s the dirty water that collects in the bottom of the boat.” I open the liquor cabinet and scan the contents. Fully stocked as usual, along with snacks—pretzels, roasted nuts, chips, dried fruit, and trail mix.

She appears at my side. “You weren’t kidding on the fully stocked. Now I wish I wasn’t so full from breakfast. You royals really know how to eat. Do you have iced tea?”

I head over to the refrigerator across the cabin. “We do.” I hand her the glass bottle and take a bottled water for myself.

She peers over at the dining area. “Ooh, let’s sit there. It’s a nice view of where we’re heading.”

I follow her to the table, and she takes a seat, facing the view. I sit to her right and stealthily admire her admiring the view. She’s so vibrant, her hair tousled from the wind, a light pink flush to her cheeks. My mind flashes to a bed-rumpled Ruby after a hard—no. Off-limits. Forbidden. I force myself to look out the window to the sea.

Silence stretches between us.

Suddenly I’m nervous like we’re on a first date and the long silence means it’s going terribly. I don’t get nervous on real first dates, why should I now? My hands are clammy, and my throat is suddenly parched. I open my bottled water and take a long swallow, suddenly conscious of the sound of my swallowing.

She opens her iced tea with a loud pop as the seal is broken, and takes a sip.

Say something!

“So how do you know Anna?” I ask.

She smiles, and I immediately relax. “She was the super in our apartment building in Tampa. The woman can fix anything! I was there for about a month when my refrigerator stopped working. Not only did she fix it, she told me to help myself to her refrigerator while I waited. I mean, we barely even knew each other, and she’s handing me the keys to her apartment so I won’t be inconvenienced.”

“That sounds like her. Generous and unconventional.”

“Yes! Anyway, I stayed and chatted with her while she was working on my refrigerator, and we just hit it off. We had an impromptu party at her place to celebrate my refrigerator being back in business. She made crushed ice with a wooden mallet and a sack! Actually, we both took turns smashing that ice, and then she made us Moscow mules.” She sighs. “I moved to Orlando for a job, but we still hung out. It’s not too far from Tampa. I’m really going to miss her now that she lives here permanently. She’s the real deal, you know?”

“We’re lucky to have her. So you’re here for a week, right? Or will you be staying longer to spend time with her?” I should’ve asked her that earlier. I assumed she’d leave when she’d finished her work on the suite.

“Two weeks. She arrives Sunday and I leave the following Sunday.”

“I leave the day after you for a five-week international tour with Global Sun Water. They’re a nonprofit that works to bring solar water pumps to impoverished countries. After that, I’ll start my work travelling as the UN Ambassador for Clean Water.”

She pauses, her iced tea halfway to her mouth. “I did not expect that. That’s great that you’re involved in such a worthy cause.”

I stiffen. Clearly she thought I was shallow. “You expected me to fill my days shopping and skulking around the palace?”

She laughs. “So how does it work with the solar water pumps?”

I fill her in on the technology, which is really just smart engineering. It’s hard to imagine life without such a basic resource readily at hand. For many villages, it’s the first time they’ve had a constant nearby water supply.

“The technology makes it possible to move past survival mode,” I conclude.

“And what’s your part?”

“I’m the one that brings the spotlight to their cause. I travel with Global Sun Water to the villages, but I also meet with diplomats and leaders and cut a lot of red ribbons for the press.” I’ve contributed generously to them as well, but I leave that out. I don’t do it for recognition. I do it because I believe in the cause.

She shakes her head. “Phillip, you have unsuspected depth.”

That stings, but I keep my tone light. “Not just a pretty face, huh?”

She slaps a hand over her mouth. “It did sound like that, didn’t it? I’m sorry.” She drops her hand. “I must’ve had some impression of what you were like, you know, from all the pictures of you gallivanting on the beach with supermodels.”

“I do not gallivant.” I crinkle my brow. “Or do I? Care to demonstrate a gallivant?”

She surprises me by standing and moving to the center of the cabin. I step down into the main cabin to get a better view.

“I imagine it’s something like this.” She grabs the end of her dress and swishes about the cabin before stopping, dipping an imaginary partner over her arm, and puckering up.

“Not quite.”

“More like this?” She runs in slow motion toward me, her arms out as if to embrace me. She has a big exaggerated smile on her face like she’s ecstatic to see me.

I match her big fake smile, opening my arms to her. She doesn’t halt at the invitation, instead she closes the distance. I hug her and spin her around, pretending I’m ecstatic to see her.

Except with Ruby in my arms, her gaze searching mine, it suddenly feels very real.

*     *     *

Ruby

My heartbeat roars in my ears, my senses tilting at the unexpected dizzying pleasure of Phillip spinning me around. He stops spinning, still holding me around the waist, my feet dangling above the ground. We’re eye to eye. He’s taller than me, so I don’t usually get this up-close view. I notice every detail, his dilated pupils, the dark blue ring around the iris, the thick lashes. A man should not be this beautiful.

His voice comes out rough. “I should put you down.” He makes no move to release me.

I stare at his mouth, at his full lower lip that’s been tempting me from the start. “Can I just…” I close the distance and dart my tongue out to taste.

He groans and then his mouth seals over mine. It’s not rough, not too soft; it’s perfect. Decadent. Lush. I’m drowning in sensation, in the pleasure of kissing this beautiful man. I can barely catch my breath and I don’t care. I just need more. I’m suddenly ravenous for him, my long-dormant needs lurching back to life.

He breaks the kiss and sets me back on my feet. I’m not done. I wrap my arms around his neck, go up on tiptoe, and bite his full lower lip. He growls low in his throat, turning me and pinning me against the wall, his mouth devouring mine. I slide my fingers through his soft hair, loving the thickness, loving everything about this—his taste, his scent, the way he kisses me like he’s as hungry for me as I am for him.

He breaks the kiss suddenly, turns toward the cabin door, and bites out, “What?”

Whoa. I didn’t even hear it open.

It’s Maya, her eyes wide as she takes in me plastered between the wall and Phillip. She lets out a soft cry, whirls, and rushes out of the cabin.

He closes his eyes and lets out a heavy sigh. Somehow I know he’s going to comfort her.

“Hasn’t she seen you with a woman before?” I whisper.

He steps back and runs a hand through his hair. “Not quite that up close. I don’t bring women home, except for my ex, and that was more than a year ago.”

“Ah.”

He smiles ruefully. “I know I should go talk to her, but I don’t think it’ll go over well while I’m in this state.” He gestures below the waist at an impressive bulge.

A vision of Phillip’s naked muscular body rising over me, covering me, driving into me flashes through my mind. I lift my head, my mouth dry. “Probably not.”

He takes a deep breath. “I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

“It’s fine.”

He meets my eyes, his brows knitting together. “I don’t know what came over me. We only have a couple of weeks before we go our separate ways. And I don’t want hurt feelings, especially with a friend of my sister-in-law.” He grimaces and looks away.

He’s right. I wish he wasn’t. I’m feeling things I haven’t felt in a long time—warmth, affection, lust. He’s not the arrogant jerk I first thought he was. I like him. And I don’t kid myself that the incredible kiss we just shared would happen for me with any attractive guy. Usually, a first kiss is tentative, awkward, or sloppy. Sometimes all three. This was passionate perfection. That’s rare and special and…impossible. We live in different worlds, soon to go our separate ways, and he’s a renowned playboy. I know better than to get tangled up with him, no matter how tempting he is.

He looks so miserable I let him off the hook, saying nonchalantly, “No problem. We’ll just rewind.”

I open my arms and jog backward to the center of the cabin like I’m rewinding, running away from my lover through a meadow.

He grins and lifts his palms. “I’d like to say that worked, but…”

I head over to the sofa. “Come on, we’ll watch some TV. You should probably talk to Maya once you two can have some privacy. I’m sure she won’t appreciate your it’s not you, it’s me talk with me standing nearby.”

He sits next to me and snags the remote from a compartment behind us. “I was going to go with ‘we grew up together, so I’ve always seen you as a little sister.’”

I give him serious side-eye. “You can do better than that.”

“How about ‘I just don’t feel that way about you’?”

“Brraap. Wrong answer.”

He turns on the TV with a frown, rapidly flipping channels. “What should I say? I thought it was a harmless crush. Maya’s mother worked as a maid for our family, and Maya started working for us when she was sixteen. I was nineteen. She really has felt like a little sister.”

“Oh, wow. So the crush goes way back?”

“I suppose. She did blush a lot around me back then. Anyway, I’m twenty-nine. I thought she would’ve figured out by now it’s not going to happen.”

I wince. I suppose there isn’t really a nice way to turn down an unrequited crush. “Go with the little-sister thing. She’s going to be hurt no matter what you say. At least that’s the gentlest of the nothing-personal responses.”

He lands on a soccer game on the TV and puts the remote down. I pick it up, change the channel to a fashion show, and grin at him.

He holds me by the chin and kisses me, a swift hard kiss that jolts my system, leaving me speechless. Then he pulls out his phone, ignoring the TV.

Warmth steals through me. I know it’s dumb. It’s just a TV show, but my ex never let me have control of the remote. It’s the little things. I can’t help myself. I grab him and hug him tight around the middle. He smiles down at me, and it’s like warm sunshine all over my body.

I let him go and get comfortable, scooching down in the cushy sofa and leaning against his side. His hand slides over and holds mine in a warm clasp.

My stupid heart flip-flops.

My lips curl up into a smile.

We are not done.


Chapter Five


Ruby

Someone must’ve leaked the news about our arrival because when we step onto the dock in Nantes, there’s a crowd of people waiting. Locals holding up their phones for pictures, but also what has to be paparazzi, their cameras with huge zoom lenses aimed at Phillip. They want the royal hottie.

Security flanks us. Phillip puts an arm around me, tucking me close to his side. A woman rushes toward us, screaming his name and knocking into Maya. Phillip grabs Maya and tucks her under his other arm. People are screaming “Prince Phillip” and “royal hottie,” firing questions at him in English and French. I only catch a few things.

“Two women? Just one won’t do it for you, huh, stud?”

“Who’re the girls?”

“Lana’s single again. Give her a call and you’ve got an orgy!” A ripple of laughter goes through the crowd.

I cringe. That’s his ex. Their relationship was very public. The press dubbed them “the golden couple.” I would’ve hated that kind of scrutiny on my private relationship. The gossip rags covered the breakup and Lana’s new lover in excruciating detail.

Phillip doesn’t react, his expression neutral as he guides us through the crowd, the guards clearing a path. We’re hustled into a waiting limo, and Phillip urges me and Maya in first. I hurry to the far side, making room for them. Maya takes the seat adjacent to me, clasping her hands tightly in her lap. The moment the door shuts behind Phillip, the car takes off.

Phillip sits on the bench seat next to me and leans toward Maya. “Are you okay?”

She looks down at her hands. “Yes, sir, I’m fine.”

He turns to me in question.

“I’m fine.”

He leans back and blows out a breath. “Shit. They’ll make a story out of this, something as simple as a shopping trip. It’s ridiculous. Why can’t they just report on real news? Something worthwhile!”

“Your trip with Global Sun Water should help,” I offer.

His eyes flash. “That’s what they should be focused on. Clean water, helping people. Not my social life. Who cares?”

I lift one shoulder. “I don’t.”

He laughs. “All right. Enough agitating. Let’s just enjoy ourselves.” He glances over at Maya, who’s quiet, still staring at her hands.

I tip my head toward the center console, where champagne is cooling in an ice bucket.

“Maybe we should start our trip with a little champagne,” he announces. “Sound good, ladies?”

“Absolutely,” I say.

“Maya?”

“I’m working, sir.”

He lifts the champagne bottle. “You’re officially off the clock. And if you want to wear something besides your uniform, you can pick an outfit at the shops. My gift to you.”

Her head jerks up in surprise. “Really?”

“Yes, really. I’ve always thought of you as part of the family, like the agreeable little sister I never had.” He cups his hand by his mouth and whispers conspiratorially, “Don’t tell Emma and Silvia I said that.” Those are his younger sisters.

She bites her bottom lip, fighting a smile. “Thank you, sir.”

He pops the champagne, and Maya laughs at the sound. Just like that, Phillip has won her back to the friend side. He pours her a glass and hands it over; then he pours mine.

He offers me the glass with a wink. “For a supremely gifted gallivanter.”

I flush at the memory of our shared gallivanting kiss. “Why, thank you.” I take a sip and catch Maya’s frown before she turns to look out the window.

*     *     *

Phillip

Other than the initial commotion at the dock, the rest of our trip runs smoothly. The palace staff is like a well-oiled machine when it comes to our outings. The shopkeepers are notified of our presence, and each store will close to customers during our visit with them. They’re willing to do this because they know I have funds and any item I buy will instantly become popular. The fact that it’s a Tuesday in September also makes it easier. We’re not asking them to give up their busy weekend traffic.

We begin at le Passage Pommeraye because Maya is eager to find a new outfit and Ruby wants to see a historic shopping mall. They’ve cleared it for our private shopping trip for two hours. The moment we step inside, Ruby is enthralled. What was initially a passage between two streets is now a glass-covered, elaborately decorated three-story gallery of shops with a grand central staircase.

“Oh, look at these columns!” Ruby exclaims, pulling her phone out of her purse and snapping pictures. “And the arch, the clock, the cherubs!” She points at the carved cherubs overlooking the passage. “Aren’t they darling? Even the windows are gorgeous!”

It is charming, a very typical French neoclassical style. The enclosed shops used to be outdoors, so they have their original windows with intricately carved plaster trim and wrought-iron flower boxes under the sill. The arch of the passageway features more fancy trim and a large clock. The glass ceiling lets in muted natural light.

I turn to Ruby. “Are you just going to keep taking pictures, or are we going to shop?”

She stashes her phone in her purse. “You and Maya hit the clothing shops. I’m going to check out some of these quirky-looking places. This place is magic!”

I leave her to it.

An hour later, Ruby is still off shopping somewhere, and Maya has emerged with her new outfit—a rust-colored blazer over a matching T-shirt with black trousers and black leather high-heeled boots. She’s let her hair out of its bun, and the transformation is startling. She doesn’t look like the Maya I grew up with. She looks like a stylish young woman, sexy even, with her dark brown hair falling in soft waves over her shoulders.

“Maya, you look lovely. You should get away from the palace, meet people your age, and socialize more.” She rarely takes time off.

“Thank you, sir.” Her cheeks flush pink. “Where would you have me go?”

“Wherever the cool guys your age go. Maybe here or Paris.”

She tucks her hands behind her back. “Paris is a long train trip.”

I realize my easy access to the yacht and jet have made me take my freedom for granted. “Well, then, on Villroy.”

“There’s not that many young men left there; only a few have joined their fathers in the fishing trade.” She’s probably known them her whole life and hasn’t felt strongly about any of them. I suddenly want more for her than an unrequited crush on me. I want her to get out there and grab her own happiness. I never gave much thought to how insular life was for her. She’s young. She should be out partying, dating the wrong guys, and having fun while doing it.

I rub my stubbled jaw. “Well, that is a problem. I think that will turn around once the queen’s ideas get off the ground with the day spa and natural beauty product line. We’ll likely have an influx of young people and visitors.”

She murmurs noncommittally, seeming unconvinced.

“Maybe one of my brothers can introduce you to a friend or—”

Her cheeks flush scarlet. “Please don’t trouble yourself finding me a date, sir.”

I shut my mouth. I’ve never spent time with Maya outside the palace walls, and it reminds me of my privilege. I must remember gratitude and continue my efforts to give to others. That’s the only meaningful use of what I’ve been given. Maybe Lana did me a favor by dumping me. I was at such loose ends I threw myself into distractions—women, yes, but also filling my schedule with charity events and going anywhere they wanted royal representation. Gabriel was still shunning the spotlight at the time. I’d long been a contributor to Global Sun Water, but it was a face-to-face meeting with the director at a fundraiser that led to my more active involvement.

“Phillip! Maya! Look at these treasures!”

I look up to the second floor, already smiling, where Ruby stands overshadowed by two carved Grecian columns with finials. Two burly shopkeepers hold the columns upright.

Ruby calls down to us. “These weren’t even for sale! They were decorations. Aren’t they amazing?”

Maya nods and smiles.

The columns look fake. I imagine they’re chipped wood. “Wow.” It’s all I can come up with.

The men head for the grand staircase with the columns, and Ruby trots ahead of them. When she reaches us, she tells us in a low voice, “They were a steal! I’m going to sand them down and do this paint finish that will make them look less Grecian and more royal fantasy suite.”

I have no idea what she means, but she’s glowing with enthusiasm, her green eyes sparkling, her cheeks flushed pink, and I can do nothing but agree. “Wonderful choice.”

“Thank you.” She turns to Maya and does a comical double take. “Holy foxiness, woman! I almost didn’t recognize you in that outfit and with your hair down. You are one hot mama!”

Maya smooths her hair, her cheeks flaming. “Thank you, ma’am.”

Ruby smiles. “I know guys who would trip over their own tongues just trying to ask you out.” She turns to me. “Right?”

“Yes, she looks lovely. Would you like an outfit too?”

“Me? Oh, no. I’ve got limited time to get the suite ready, and I need to be efficient.” She hurries over to the men with the columns, giving them directions. They look confused.

I head over and direct them in French to put the columns on the yacht, where the crew will help get them on board. Then I call ahead to give the crew advance warning. By the time I finish, Ruby is looking at me like she’s about to leap into my arms and kiss me senseless. There’s no other description for the adoring lustful look in her eyes.

She goes up on tiptoe and whispers in my ear, “You sound so sexy speaking in French.”

I grin because giving directions isn’t sexy. I whisper in her ear in French that I enjoy the library. It was one of the first phrases I was taught by my French tutor.

Her eyes glow at me adoringly, her voice breathy. “That is hot.”

And now I know the key to seducing Ruby. Guilt stabs at me and I look away. Anna warned me off Ruby and she’s right. I’m not looking for serious, Ruby doesn’t do casual, and we’re heading our separate ways soon. That means I need to shift back to the friend zone no matter how much lust glows in her eyes. Or grows in my trousers.

I force my mind away from its usual lusty path and focus on the fact that Anna would kill me for hooking up with Ruby. Gabriel would likely join the fray, always taking her side. You don’t piss off the king and queen.

*     *     *

Ruby

This week has been a whirlwind. I’ve been so laser-focused on pulling the fantasy suite together before Anna arrives, I’ve barely stopped to eat. I put in long hours, along with Maya and Phillip, and I’m proud of the way it has come together. It’s now Sunday morning, the guests arrive tonight, and Anna is due any moment.

I take a final walk-through of the master suite and then stop by the adjoining rooms. My only regret is that I didn’t have time to order what would’ve been a fantastic regal touch—stained-glass windows with the royal crest. It’s unnecessary, really, with the view of the island and the sea from here, but there’s something so special about the glow of light through stained glass. Maybe I’ll suggest light boxes behind stained glass as a future add-on.

I’ve already taken pictures both with my phone and my digital camera for my portfolio. In addition to the antique mahogany furniture, I’ve installed golden sconces throughout the space that look like candles but are really lights. The antique tabletop clock and vintage phone previously taken from the attic are now in the master living room and bedroom respectively. The Grecian columns were color washed with satin and metallic paint to make a glowing light gold, and set in the master bedroom. Each column is topped with a cherub I found in an antique shop in Nantes. The gold color continues on the decorative pillows and throw blankets on the beds and sofas.

The ceiling paintings turned out amazing! Even better than I imagined. The master living room’s fantasy seascape painting is trimmed in a curving gold frame. Clara really captured the blue-green of the sea here, which is the gorgeous backdrop for mermaids and nymphs, along with dolphins, fish, and seabirds. The starry sky paintings over the tubs in each bathroom are dreamy, and the acoustic panels help create a warm hushed sound. Phillip took care of restoring the fireplace mantel himself. He surprised me with his offer to help. I gave him some instruction on stripping the old paint, sanding, and painting. Jeanne then carefully replicated the original royal crest at the center of the mantel and added a thin line of gold paint along the top of it on the crown’s edges.

The suite of rooms says elegance and grand royal tradition. I love it so much I want to move in. I take a seat in front of the new fireplace mantel in the master suite’s living room to wait for Anna. I’m not sure how many women were invited for the ladies’ week, but the suite, along with the adjoining rooms, can sleep eight, if the women don’t mind sharing a bed. Each room has a king-sized bed. No sleeper sofas. Maybe that was on purpose to limit the number of guests. The palace is still a private residence.

“Ruby! Ahhh! Get over here!”

I turn at the sound of Anna’s voice, and she looks happier than I can ever remember seeing her. Her wild dark curls frame a heart-shaped face flushed pink with excitement, her brown eyes sparkling, her smile beaming. She’s wearing a form-fitting black long-sleeved dress that ends mid-thigh with leopard-print heels. Still the Anna I know. She’s always had a thing for leopard prints. She says the leopard is her spirit animal.

I rush to hug her, and she envelops me in a monster hug, crushing me against her chest. She’s taller than me, like most people.

She pulls back and holds me by the shoulders. “It’s so good to see you! Thank you so much for coming to our rescue!”

That’s Anna for you. This was practically an act of charity on her part. She already had a gorgeous suite and was generous enough to offer me work to add my own personal touch. This is a fabulous prestigious project to add to my portfolio. “Thank you for the opportunity. Really. I owe you big time. And I’m so sorry I couldn’t make it to your wedding. It was at the same time as my parents’ twenty-fifth anniversary party, which I planned.” She knows I’m their only child, so she understood. Though soon I’ll have a little sister! Only four months until she’s due.

“I know. I missed you, but it’s okay.”

“Honestly, even if it wasn’t their anniversary, I didn’t have the funds to travel out here, and I would’ve been too embarrassed to ask you to cover me. Before I started this job, I was at a real low point. Broke, unemployed, living with my parents, nursing a broken heart from a man who basically lied to me the entire year we were together. Married with triplets on the way sent me in a tailspin.”

She shakes her head. “He sucks! You deserve so much better.”

“Thanks. Again, I’m sorry I missed your wedding—”

“Stop, girl. Nothing to be sorry about. I understood you had other priorities, and I totally get being in a tough place and feeling like there’s no way out. Now let me see what you did here.” She does a slow turn, taking in the master living room.

I hold my breath. I so want to please her. She’s done so much for me, giving me this project.

“Oh, wow,” she breathes. “This is exactly what it needed. That extra layer of sparkle. It feels extra royal now.”

“Phillip helped restore the mantel. It was in the attic.”

She raises her brows. “Phillip knows how to restore a mantel?”

“I taught him. He’s been really helpful.”

“Really?” She drawls the word out almost like she’s suspicious.

I nod.

“Hmm…” She looks up at the ceiling and squeaks. “Ruby! This is incredible! Who did this?”

“Maya and I tracked down two artists on the island. Clara did the sea painting, and Jeanne did the starry skies over the whirlpool tubs. The tub paintings are made from acoustic panel so it muffles the echo and also doubles as a pretend skylight.”

“Get. Out.” She rushes to the master bathroom. “I love it! I never would’ve thought of this.” She turns to me. “Ruby, you’re a genius! I can’t believe you haven’t been inundated with new work now that you’re freelance.”

I shift on the balls of my feet, torn between pride in my work and shame for not getting my new freelance career off the ground. Some part of me blames my lingering gloom, preventing me from getting that crucial word-of-mouth going. “It’s tough to get some momentum in the beginning. I’ve had a few small jobs. I’m hoping adding this project to my portfolio will give me a boost.”

She wanders into the master bedroom and runs her fingers along the gold silk throw pillows and the soft gold throw. “It feels extra royal with all the touches of gold. And these columns! I love it!” She picks up the antique phone on an end table. “Does this thing work?”

“It’s decorative. I think it needs to be rewired.”

“I’ll do it today.” I immediately picture her whipping out her tool belt. It’s cool that she’s so handy, but I know she has royal duties to attend to now.

“It doesn’t have to work. Maybe your guests would like to unplug. You know, like they’re temporarily living in a retro, less hectic time.”

“Good point.” She heads to the door to the adjoining suite, a smaller version of this one, checking everything out.

I follow her through all the rooms as she oohs and aahs.

“How was your honeymoon?” I ask when she’s finally done exclaiming over my genius. She’s really much too generous with her praise. On the other hand, if every client was like this, I would be one happy camper.

“Fabulous.” She takes a seat on the bed in one of the smaller bedrooms. “I learned so much.” Not what I expected her to say.

I sit next to her and grin. “You learned so much on your honeymoon? Your husband must be very skilled.”

We crack up.

“He’s amazing, of course,” she says. “But I was also soaking in the women’s style in Paris, Milan, and Barcelona.” She lowers her voice conspiratorially. “Kind of a research trip slash honeymoon. Don’t tell Gabriel.”

“Like I would rat you out to the king.”

She laughs. “So did you meet everyone? Oscar, Lucas, Adrian, and Emma? I’m told my mother-in-law hasn’t left her rooms.”

“Adrian was away, but yes to everyone else. Phillip introduced me when they each stopped by to see what he was so busy doing in here. Everyone’s been very warm and gracious.”

She purses her lips. “How’s Phillip been treating you?”

My cheeks flush. “Good.”

She nods once, her curls bouncing. “Good. I told him to keep it in his pants.”

“Anna!”

“What? I know he’s a player, you’ve been through hell with your asshole ex, and you’ve never been a casual-fling kind of woman.” She gives my arm a squeeze. “Plus, you’re getting your new business off the ground. You don’t need any distractions right now.”

My shoulders droop. “True.” Why do I feel let down? She’s right. Besides, Phillip and I only kissed once. Mostly we’ve been working since I had such a tight deadline to get the suite ready. Some small part of me must’ve been hoping for a little more. The chemistry sizzles between us just from standing near each other.

“Why do you sound so sad?” she asks. “Did you want to hook up with Phillip?”

I square my shoulders. “No, of course not.”

“He is hot.”

“Undeniably.”

“He’s also a manwhore.” She shrugs. “I love him, but he is. I recommend you keep him at arm’s length.”

“What about Lana? He was with her for years. Maybe deep down he’s hoping to meet the right woman.”

She grabs me by the shoulders and turns me toward her. “Ruby, listen to me, do not think you can fix him or magically be the one to make him commit. I know he can be charming, but don’t open yourself up to what will only hurt you. I say this because I love you.”

“I know.” I swallow my disappointment. He grew on me, I guess. “It’s not going to be an issue. We’re both leaving next week. He’s going on a charitable tour for a really long time. Could be a year or more with his work for the UN, and I’m going back home to patch together enough work to move out of my parents’ house. Not just because I want to launch my business. My mom is five months pregnant and they need my room.”

Her hand flies to her mouth. “Oh my God! How old is she?”

“Forty-three. It’s her miracle baby. We’re all so excited.”

“Congratulations! I know how much you’ve always wanted a sibling.”

I nod. I can’t manage words with the lump in my throat. There’s so much I want to do with my little sister, so much I want to teach her and show her.

She taps a scarlet fingernail with rhinestones against her red-painted lips. “I bet when my guests see what you did with this suite, they’ll want to hire you. They’re all very successful in their fields and own their own homes. Plus, they’re local for you, from the Tampa area. Sixteen women with plenty of cash to burn. I’ll introduce you as the interior designer as soon as they arrive.”

A surge of excitement has me grabbing her in a hug. “That would be amazing!”

She laughs. “I am pretty amazing.”

I let her go, smiling so big my cheeks hurt. If these well-to-do women like my work, not only would I have a fabulous start, but I’d finally get the word-of-mouth I need for my career to take off. It would mean so much at this point in my life to prove I can be a success.

I hug her again. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

“There’s the happy Ruby I remember, and you’re quite welcome. Honestly, your work speaks for itself.” She gestures around the room.

I look around with a critical eye, but even picky me is pleased with the results. Sixteen potential new clients, wow. Wait a minute. “Sixteen guests? Anna, where will they sleep? There’s only beds for half that.”

She winces. “I know, it was originally eight, but when word leaked out about the royal bachelor auction, more of my clients begged me for an invite. I couldn’t turn them down.”

I still. “Say what? Royal bachelor auction?”

“Phillip didn’t tell you?”

“No.”

“He’s the headliner. Plus his younger single brothers. You should bid on Adrian. He’s the only one I’d trust not to seduce you. He’s too much of a gentleman.”

I crinkle my nose. “First, I’m broke, and second, eww. I’m not going to bid on a man like some kind of weird trophy.” It hits me then. That must be why Phillip told me he wouldn’t go on a date with me for any price when I first arrived at the palace. He must’ve thought I was one of Anna’s clients eager for the royal bachelor auction. Now why didn’t he just explain that? I totally would’ve understood. Poor guy must’ve felt like he had to do this embarrassing auction for Anna. No wonder he seemed so agitated the first time we met.

Anna goes on. “It’s not like a man trophy. See, it’s a fundraiser for the next phase of my plan, the day spa. I want them to feel invested in it so they’ll return and spread the word about how amazing it is. The women can bid on winning a date with a prince, just a date, I was clear on that. Anyway, it’s Phillip and his single brothers in the auction, but Phillip is the big draw. He’s famous as the royal hottie. My clients are beside themselves over who’s going to win a date with him.”

I press my lips together, ignoring the burn of jealousy in my chest. Phillip is not mine.

“Would you mind being the designated bid starter?” she asks. “Adrian is first up. Fifty euros is the opening bid.”

Everyone wants Phillip. He’s a world-famous playboy prince. I have to remember that, no matter how down-to-earth and friendly he seemed this past week. He belongs to the world of glamorous wealthy women. And that is not me. Besides, I know better than to cross the line for a fling with no future. The last thing I want is to leave here nursing a broken heart. Been there, got the hideous T-shirt.

Will he hook up with one of Anna’s wealthy clients? My gut churns.

“Ruby?”

My head jerks up. “Yeah?”

“Lost you there for a minute. Would you mind being the bid starter for Adrian? Fifty euros.”

“Sure.” I figure her clients will quickly outbid me, so the money isn’t a concern.

“Great! We’re having a cocktail hour before, and then I’ve got more food, drinks, and a DJ for the big event with dancing after. It’ll be one big blowout party.”

I paste on a smile. “I’ll be there.” I’m up for a party. Watching women drool over Phillip while he flirts, not so much. I hate that I care.

She stands. “I’d better go check on the guest rooms on the third floor. The original eight I invited will get this suite. I didn’t want you to fancy up the other rooms because we really are trying to limit the number of visitors going forward. Of course, all of them will get their hair, facial, and nails done by me. Beauty treatments are part of the package. Gabriel says I shouldn’t be doing that now that I’m queen, royal protocol yada yada yada. I say I can do what I want in the privacy of our home.”

I stand too. “Sounds wonderful. When’s the auction?”

“Tomorrow night. Oh, and I got the cutest G-strings for them to wear under—” she grabs at imaginary pant legs “—strippable pants.”

I instantly imagine Phillip in a striptease, the women clawing their way to him. “My God.”

“I’m joking!” She gives my arm a squeeze. “Relax, it’ll be fun!”


Chapter Six


Phillip

“Look who showed up,” Lucas drawls. “Mr. I’m Above All This.”

“Shut it,” I snap at my younger brother. We’re standing backstage for the royal bachelor auction. So how did I get here, headlining the bachelor auction I was so staunchly against? One word—Ruby. Anna too. Okay, two words.

“Ruby will be at the auction,” Anna said this morning at breakfast when I told her to make her guests stop hounding me. Last night one of them actually ripped the rear pocket off my trousers to take home as a souvenir! If security hadn’t closed in, I’m sure my shirt would’ve been ripped off as well!

“Mmm-hmm.” I keep a neutral expression as Anna watches me like a hawk across the table. It’s just the two of us in the parlor for a late breakfast. I’m not sure if Ruby shared with Anna that we kissed. Ruby and I have done an admirable job pretending that kiss never happened. The electric attraction is harder to ignore. I’ve kept my hands to myself, and she’s done her part by not running into my arms. I bite back a smile at the memory of her “gallivanting.”

“She plans to bid on Adrian.” Anna puts a hand to her heart. “It’s so sweet of her to help out with my cause, even though she’s broke. She can only afford the fifty-euro starting bid.”

Adrian? He just arrived this morning from Monte Carlo. Ruby meets him once and spends her last euro on him while I suffer splinters and blisters helping her out all week? That ancient fireplace mantel and the chipped-wood columns didn’t fix themselves up!

Anna takes a sip of tea before smiling sweetly. “I so, so appreciate you doing this auction. Not only to get my clients jazzed about the project, but with the money we raise, I hope to fund survey and engineering for the day spa and get some architectural drawings done, which, of course, I’ll share with my clients. Then it’s on to research and development for the beauty product line.”

I’m both irritated that she assumes I’ll do the auction after I very clearly refused, and insanely jealous that Ruby wants Adrian. I never get jealous. This is stupid. I know Ruby won’t win the bid on him since she’s broke. Yet it seems urgent that I’m there to make sure she doesn’t do something, anything with Adrian. It’s not just the auction. Afterward, there’s a big party with a DJ, dancing, and plenty of alcohol. I can see that picture all too clearly—Ruby dancing with Adrian, Ruby grinding with Adrian, Ruby drunk, laughing, following him upstairs. No, she’s not like that. But if she’s tempted by Adrian after just meeting him, there’s no telling what could happen. There will definitely be touching.

I take a ferocious bite of toast and chew.

Anna digs into her omelet, seeming oblivious to my agitation.

Irrational jealousy finally wins out, and I find myself saying, “Fine, I’ll be there, but I’ll be contributing as an anonymous donor to bid on myself.”

Her brows scrunch together in confusion, her fork poised in midair. “You’re going on a date with yourself?”

“With a woman of my choosing.” Ruby. She’d never see me as an object, something to get a piece of and take home as a souvenir. She’d never brag she was with the royal hottie either because she sees me, Phillip Rourke, the man who works with his hands on fireplace mantels, speaks sexy French, and contributes to clean water efforts. “If I’m going to do this, it has to be under my control.”

She sets her fork down and smiles tightly. “Did you have someone in mind?”

“I’ll decide when the moment comes. Not the man-hungry woman who ripped my trousers, that’s for sure.” I go back to eating.

She tilts her head, studying me. “Kind of defeats the purpose of the auction if it’s rigged.”

“I don’t see why. Your friends can still meet me, scream their heads off, whatever they want as long as they keep their hands to themselves. They just can’t be alone with me.”

“One of them will be alone with you on your date.” She narrows her eyes. “It’s Ruby, isn’t it? She told me you helped her this past week working on the fantasy suite. Since when do you do manual labor?”

“I have many talents.” A stretch. Ruby taught me what to do. “Ruby and I are friends. The date would be completely platonic.”

“Phillip.”

She doubts my intentions, probably with good reason, but my need to prevent the Ruby-Adrian connection outweighs all other risks. I straighten my spine and say in my most imperious voice, “Anna, take it or leave it.”

She caved. Her friends want to see me in the auction too much for Anna to disappoint them. I caved too, but it’s on my terms and for a good reason.

So here I am in the ballroom, standing behind a red velvet curtain with my younger brothers. There’s a small stage and a catwalk that leads down the center of the rows of chairs, where Anna’s nutso wild friends will be sitting. I’m wearing one of my club outfits—black button-down shirt open at the collar, black leather trousers, and black motorcycle boots.

Lucas hip-checks me. My younger brother by a year resembles me with the same dark brown hair and blue-green eyes, though his beard hides the similar sharp lines of our cheekbones and jaw. “I bet I go for more than you.”

I snort. I’m the headliner here.

“I want in if we’re betting,” Oscar says, joining us. “I bet Lucas goes for more than Phillip, and I go for more than both of you.” He’s three years younger than me at twenty-six, with the same coloring, but, by some fluke of nature, inherited a combination of our parents’ traits that made him turn out the best looking of us. His face has perfect symmetry like you see on male models and movie stars. If he wasn’t so discreet, he would probably be the one dubbed the royal hottie.

“I’m putting a hundred on Phillip,” Adrian says, slapping a hand on my shoulder. Now that I’ve neutralized Adrian’s possible claim on Ruby, I can enjoy his support. He’s my youngest brother at twenty-three, same thick dark hair, but his eyes are hazel like our mother’s.

“Thank you,” I tell Adrian. He’s a card shark and loves a good high-stakes poker game, but he’s smart about his betting. He must really think I’m going to be the highest bid.

“Why’s that?” Lucas asks Adrian.

Adrian lifts his palms. “He’s the royal hottie. Anna’s friends are mostly here for him.”

Lucas shoots me a sideways look. “Maybe I’ll put on a better show.”

Oscar rubs his scruffy jaw. “Just because we’re not an internet meme doesn’t mean we can’t outbid him. So how much do you want to wager?”

I ignore them as they whisper and shake hands, striking deals for the bets. I already know I’ll win. I’m bidding on myself, and the women are crazy enough for me they’ll surely keep up with my bids.

Women’s laughter bursts through the room. Sixteen man-hungry women who all want a piece of me. The hair on the back of my neck rises as a horrifying image flashes through my mind—me flat on my back on the ground, the women ripping my clothes and yanking out locks of my hair. I’m having second thoughts. And third and fourth.

“They’re here,” Lucas says, rubbing his hands together. “This is going to be fun.”

Fun? No. Torture is more like it. And, after the auction, the torture continues. Since there’s only four princes up for auction, that means a lot of the women will be disappointed, so Anna asked us to spend time with them, mingling and dancing.

Anna bursts through the center of the red velvet curtains separating us from the stage, which exposes us to the women’s view. They go wild with hoots and hollers. I do a quick scan of the crowd for Ruby before stepping out of view. I didn’t see her. Lucas and Oscar are pointing at different women like they’re picking them out personally. Adrian blows them a kiss.

“Royal hottie, you are mine!” the insane woman who took my trousers’ pocket hollers.

“He’s mine!” another woman hollers.

“I’ve already named our children!” someone hollers, and the women scream with laughter.

What if Ruby’s a no-show?

Anna looks over her shoulder at her guests. “Bar’s open, ladies! Help yourselves!”

“Woo-hoo!”

“Party!”

“Yeah! This place is the best!”

Great. Let’s lower their inhibitions even more.

Anna closes the curtain behind her and says under her breath, “They’re already wasted from the cocktail hour we just had. I didn’t want them to feel too intimidated to bid on princes who date models.”

My brothers smirk. I’m too busy thinking about an escape route.

Anna tosses her dark curls over her shoulder. She’s wearing a tight sleeveless red dress with black stilettos. Much more revealing than what our queen would normally wear, but her husband, the king, allows it because he’s crazy for her. “How’re you guys doing? You feeling good?”

“Great!” my brothers assure her in near unison.

She turns to me. “Can’t wait to see how high your bidding goes. The women are psyched. You’ll be going on last to build the anticipation.”

I nod once and work for a pleasant expression despite the grim fortitude I’m drawing on to see this through. Please let Ruby show up.

“We’ll get the bidding sky-high for you, Anna,” Lucas says.

Oscar leans in, speaking in a low voice. “We’ve got a pool going.”

“Phillip will crush it,” Adrian says.

“I like your spirit!” Anna exclaims, beaming at us. Then she hugs each of us in turn and kisses our cheeks. “I love you, guys. You’re the big brothers I always wished I had, except you, Adrian, since we’re the same age. You could be my twin or triplet, I guess, since you already have Silvia for your twin. Anyhoo, break a leg!”

My brothers smile and nod. I try not to dwell on being ripped to bits by a hungry mob.

“Is Gabriel coming?” Lucas asks Anna casually, and I know exactly why. He’s considering how outrageous he can be to win the betting pool.

“Of course!” Anna exclaims. “We’re a team. He’s with your mom right now, explaining why this auction is such a great idea. I guess I forgot to mention it.”

Su-u-ure, forgot. Just like she forgot to mention the auction to me until the last minute. She’s devious, that woman. But I have to admit, very effective.

She rushes through the curtains and calls to her friends, “Who’s ready to party?”

The women cheer enthusiastically. Music blasts out of speakers near both sides of the stage, a low thumping bass beat. Oscar and Lucas start moving to the beat, getting some pelvic thrusts into it. Adrian takes one look at the horror on my face and cracks up.

It occurs to me with a jolt that Anna may have used Ruby’s name to lure me here because she knows we’ve become friendly. She could’ve made up that bit about Ruby bidding on Adrian. Have I been outmaneuvered?

Hell, I may actually go to one of the wild mob.

*     *     *

Ruby

These ladies are so fun! I feel like I joined a raging party, even before the alcohol started flowing. I’m so glad I was invited to stay this extra week to hang with Anna. Not only has it given me time to reconnect with her and finally meet her husband, but I’ve gotten to meet her friends too. Anna took me with them on the tour of the royal fantasy suite and sang my praises. All of them wanted my number and swore they wanted me to take a look at their place the moment I get back home. I nearly cried. Sixteen potential clients in one fell swoop. What seemed like a lost cause suddenly feels like a real chance at a career. And it’s all me—an entrepreneur—proving myself. It goes a long way after feeling like a failure. I was at a real low point before this trip, wallowing at home with nothing great on the horizon. Now everything feels bright, like the sun finally came out after a long stream of rainy days. I’m even starting to feel like my old energetic self again.

Actually, I started feeling more like my old self again the moment I got here. Maybe the tight deadline forced me to focus on work and freed my mind from dark thoughts of the past. Maybe it’s Phillip. Despite his player rep, which frankly is a huge turnoff, he’s grown on me. All of my nerves light up the moment he gets near. Who am I kidding? I’m hot for him.

“Can we switch seats?” Ashley, a woman with honey blond hair, asks, leaning close. I can smell the alcohol on her breath. She’s a corporate lawyer. I’ve memorized as many details as I could on my potential new clients. “I wanna be close enough to reach out and touch someone.” She giggles.

I gape at her. “Um, I don’t think we’re supposed to touch.”

She laughs. “Maybe they’ll touch me. I could flash them.” She goes to lift her blouse in demonstration, and I put my hand over hers, keeping it down.

I think of Phillip on display up there and can’t help my indignation. “It’s an auction for a date, that’s all.”

“Geez, loosen up!” She tosses her hair, stands, and works her way around to the other side of the catwalk, sitting on the end over there.

Damn, I might’ve just lost her as a potential client. That worry is trounced by my indignation on Phillip and his brothers’ behalf. The men are doing this as a fundraiser, and they shouldn’t have to worry about grabbing hands. I know Phillip wouldn’t like that. He carries himself with a certain princely dignity. I’m not sure about his brothers. Lucas and Oscar are pretty flirty. Of course, there is security. Twelve guards total, two per royal for the four princes, the king, and the queen. Anna confided to me that they didn’t really need this much security for a closed palace event, but when the guards heard what she planned, they wanted to be here. Purely for their own amusement. Men.

Gradually, the women take their seats. Everyone has a drink in hand. I’m in the last row, still nursing the same glass of sauvignon blanc from the cocktail party earlier. I’m pacing myself since I’m such a lightweight. There’s servants circulating to replenish drinks too.

The doors to the ballroom open and a servant announces, “King Gabriel and Queen Anna.”

A hush falls over the room. Something about having them announced hits me with the importance of Anna’s new role. I saw her earlier and she was just my friend Anna from Tampa. She left the ballroom a short while ago to go smooth things over with her mother-in-law, who’s much more proper than Anna and apparently not happy about the auction.

Anna waves and smiles at everyone. Gabriel remains stone-faced, his posture stiff and proud, wearing a charcoal gray suit, no tie. I suppose that’s casual for him. He places a hand on the small of her back and escorts her to the front podium on stage, where she will be announcing the auction. She turns to him, goes up on tiptoe, and gives him a peck on the lips. He’s smiling when he takes his front-row seat and looks much warmer than when I met him earlier. I guess Anna has that effect on him.

Anna gestures to the DJ at the side of the room to turn down the music, and picks up a wireless microphone. “Can you hear me okay?”

“Yeah!” we all cheer. Some of the women wolf-whistle.

“All right! Let’s get this thing started!” Anna gestures to a servant, who dims the lights. “First bachelor prince up for auction is Adrian Rourke. Let’s give it up for this hottie!”

Adrian steps through the curtains and lifts a hand to us. He’s wearing a white button-down shirt with black jeans and black high-top sneakers.

Anna gives us his highlights while he struts down the catwalk. I can only hear snippets of it because the women are screaming his name.

“Six feet of…”

“Has a girl twin, so he gets women…”

“Top honors at university…”

“Enjoys poker, including strip poker…”

The women go wild! The rest of his bio is drowned out, and Anna finally gives up. He’s got a cocky grin on his face, looking pretty comfortable with the attention. He turns, makes his way back down the catwalk to center stage, and nods at Anna.

“Should we start the bidding?” she asks.

Adrian lifts his arms, waving us on. The noise is deafening—screaming, whistling, stamping feet.

“Bidding starts at fifty euros!” Anna hollers above the noise.

I raise my hand. “Fifty!” My one and only bid for the night. I agreed to be the designated person to get the ball rolling on bidding.

Anna beams at me. “We have fifty!”

“A thousand!” someone hollers.

“Two thousand!”

It keeps going, crazy high. Wow, this is going to be a killer fundraiser. Just wait until they get to the last prince, the royal hottie. The women will be frothing at the mouth. I cringe to think of Phillip on a date with one of these women. I have no right to be possessive of him, but, after getting to know him this week, I’ve seen glimpses of a tender side. He doesn’t want to be mauled by an aggressive woman.

The bidding slows around five thousand euros, and Anna crosses to Adrian’s side, goading them on. “Come on, ladies! This is a prince who’s got it all. He’s smart, he’s good lookin’, and he’s a good dancer!”

The DJ cranks the music to a sexy hard beat, and Adrian and Anna start dancing together. It is hot. The pair of them move sensuously, close but not touching, Adrian smoldering down at her. Gabriel barks something from his seat, and Anna turns, makes a kissy face at him, and then hollers, “Go, Adrian!” She takes her place back at the podium.

He dances alone, lifting his arms and rolling his hips in a suggestive way. Then he moves forward, making eye contact with a woman in the front row, slowly raising the end of his shirt to reveal ripped abs. Damn, he is fine. They must have a personal trainer on staff at the palace. Phillip is similarly ripped.

The woman he aimed his abs at leaps out of her seat. “Six thousand!”

Adrian drops his shirt and does another walk down the catwalk. The bidding is insane. Ashley—the eager groper—lunges to grab Adrian’s calf. Security instantly moves forward, but Adrian shakes his head at them. He drops to his haunches in front of her, takes her hand, and kisses the back of it. He whispers something to her, and she smiles and settles back in her seat.

Then she bids ten thousand.

It’s over. Adrian goes for ten thousand euros. He throws out a kiss and wave to us all, turns, and strides back toward the stage curtains to make his exit.

“Woo-hoo!” Anna hollers. “Let’s give another hand to Adrian!”

Everyone applauds wildly as he vanishes backstage. Servants swoop in to refresh our drinks. They memorized what we ordered earlier and bring us each more of the same. I haven’t touched my glass of wine and turn down a second glass. It’s the good stuff too. Very generous.

Anna lifts a hand for silence and then announces the next prince. “Next up is Oscar, who some say should’ve been dubbed the royal hottie. Let me know if you agree.”

Oscar rips the curtains open and spreads his arms wide. He’s in a navy blue button-down shirt, dark gray dress pants, and leather shoes. Elegant, stylish, and sophisticated.

“Hello, ladies!” Oscar hollers. “Who’s feeling lucky tonight?”

Maybe not so sophisticated. The sexy pickup line works though. The women go wild. They’re out of their seats, hands in the air.

“Me-e-e!”

“I want to feel lucky!”

“You’re hot!”

He’s pointing at different women with an intense sexy expression, holding his hand to his heart like he felt the compliment deeply. Oh, he’s good, interacting with the audience.

Oscar smiles, and the women let out a soft swoony sigh in near unison. His eyes sparkle as he takes them in. “I love you, ladies! You’re fantastic, every last one of you, here for such a good cause!” He flashes a naughty grin and starts to unbutton his shirt.

Hooting and hollering erupts as he works his way down the buttons. Then with his shirt completely unbuttoned, he struts down the catwalk, the shirt playing peekaboo with defined pecs and rippling abs.

The crowd goes berserk! My ears ring from the high-pitched screaming.

Anna barks over the noise, “Let’s start the bidding! Can I hear one thousand?”

Oh, yeah. The bidding goes fast—one thousand, three, five, seven.

Oscar gets into it, lifting his arms and doing some hip gyrations that are sexy as fuck as he gazes into the eyes of whoever just bid the highest. The women are beside themselves. He knows how to work a crowd, that’s for sure. I can’t look away from the sexy display that’s somehow over-the-top and engaging at the same time. He’s inviting us in on the fun.

Bidding tops out at twelve thousand. Holy crap. Do these ladies know this is in euros? That’s actually more than twelve thousand in US dollars. Maybe money isn’t an issue for them. Anna did say they were all successful in their careers.

Another round of drinks circulates, the women chattering happily and laughing. I can’t fully enjoy the fun, thinking of Phillip up there soon, having women drooling over him, someone else winning a date with him. Jealousy is an ugly thing. I want to be above it.

Next up is Lucas with his sexy beard. Not to be outdone by his younger brothers, Lucas appears on stage wearing a blazer over his dress shirt, which he promptly sheds, swings in a circle over his head, and tosses out to the crowd.

A woman leaps out of her seat to grab it. “Five thousand!” she hollers, blazer clutched in hand.

Wow. Anna hasn’t even started the bidding yet.

Lucas gestures for the bidding to keep going, then makes a big show of unbuttoning his shirt, slowly undoing the top button. He stops, leans toward the crowd, and croons, “Should I keep going?”

“Yeah!”

“Take it all off!”

“Strip, strip, strip!”

Anna goes for it. “Do I hear six thousand?”

“Six thousand!” someone immediately puts in.

He slowly undoes the next button as more bids roll in. Then he struts down the catwalk, stopping a few times to give the grabbing hands of the women a squeeze. We’re all on our feet. I’m only standing because otherwise I couldn’t see a thing at my height. Okay, he’s insanely hot. Is it the beard? The sexy confidence? Who cares?

“Only two princes left in need of a date,” Anna says. “Who will be the lucky lady?”

Lucas returns to center stage, goes to the next button on his gaping shirt, and stops. “Want more?”

“Yes!” the women holler.

“Let’s hear twelve thousand,” he says with a grin.

“Twelve thousand! Yes!” a woman hollers.

He rips the shirt open, the buttons flying off. Sculpted tanned muscle from chest to abs. Whoa.

The bids instantly go up, up, up. Faster and faster, insane levels!

He closes the shirt and then flashes a pec. Someone screams like they’re a teen at a rock concert. The women are crazy to have him, hollering out bids and his name.

He gestures for more bidding and, when he gets it, flashes his abs.

He closes his shirt and blows us a kiss. Then his hands go to his belt buckle. The crowd gasps before a flurry of excited bidding. He’s trained them to bid and get a flash. He won’t really do it, though, will he? I can’t look away.

Someone screams, “Twenty thousand!” And that crazy woman rushes the stage to claim her prize.

The pack of women are hot on her heels, screaming more bids at Lucas as security closes in.

He just stands there, grinning.


Chapter Seven


Phillip

There’s a brief intermission after my show-off brother caused a riot. Lucas was immediately hauled backstage while the sixteen sloshed horny women were escorted back to their seats. Ruby remained in her seat, staying above the fray. Thank God she’s here. Gabriel stormed backstage too, as I predicted. He does not suffer fools, and Lucas took it too far. Anna has the women in the back of the room, where appetizers are waiting on a long table. She’s talking to them in a loud voice, but I can’t make out the words. I hope she’s telling them I won’t be stepping foot on stage if they can’t behave themselves.

Lucas is unrepentant while Gabriel rips him a new one. It’s not the same as being chastised by our father. Gabriel is still the big brother, who protected him from harsher truths his whole life. In any case, I know Lucas did it to win the bet and, if I don’t top twenty thousand, he’ll win the pool. My brothers didn’t even bet a lot of money, just a couple of hundred euros. It’s the principle of the thing. Sibling rivalry lives on in the Rourke family, at least among the men. My sisters are quite proper since my mother kept them on a tight leash. My father indulged us boys (besides Gabriel the heir) for the most part, seeing himself in us as the younger brother. But when my mother put her foot down on our antics, my father would step in, and his stern dictates felt extra sharp after so much casual indulgence. All of us would straighten up fast when my father got serious.

I doubt I’ll top Lucas’s bid. I won’t be doing a striptease. Whatever the highest bid is, I’ll give Anna the signal and have her top it by a small amount so Ruby can win me.

Gabriel storms offstage, muttering about “mob mentality.”

The volume increases as the women get comfortable again, the music blasting from the DJ, probably to keep the energy high.

Adrian appears by my side. “Maybe show a little skin up there.” He’s still hoping to win the betting pool, and he bet on me.

“Princes don’t strip for entertainment.”

Adrian points at me. “You’re already entertainment as the royal hottie. Give them something to make them crazy to buy you.”

I’m beginning to hate that royal hottie title. I’m more than that. “I’m not for sale at any price.”

One side of his mouth curls up. “Today you are. It’s for a good cause, right? So give it your all. I have faith in you.”

“You have a bet on me. There’s a difference.”

“Semantics.”

“Wimp,” Lucas says.

“Let him lose,” Oscar says.

“Could you at least do some hip thrusts?” Adrian asks. “I know you could win if you tried.”

My little brother urging me to do hip thrusts. Bizarre. “No.”

Anna appears backstage. “Okay, guys, Gabriel is not happy.” She takes in a deep breath. “To put it mildly. Lucas, I can’t believe you were going to take off your pants.”

Lucas is matter-of-fact. “I wanted to get them excited and bid high. And I didn’t take them off. I merely hinted at it. It worked, didn’t it?”

Anna gestures wildly. “I told you yesterday to keep it clean! If I wanted butt cheeks on display, I would’ve handed out G-strings!”

My brothers chuckle.

“There were no butt cheeks on display,” Lucas says solemnly.

My brothers laugh out loud.

Anna is not happy. She scowls. “Gabriel threatened to shut the whole thing down and kick my guests out of the palace if I can’t get them under control. Phillip still has to go on, and you know with his royal hottie rep he’s the headliner. We need him to have his turn.”

I turn to her. “Don’t worry. Gabriel knows I’ll keep it clean. He was just blowing off steam.”

My brothers agree.

Anna smooths her hair. “I suppose you’re right. I’ve just never seen him so angry. I had to talk him down before he yelled at our guests.”

She’s still relatively new to Gabriel, a newlywed, and doesn’t fully grasp his warrior-like tendencies. “You know you married a relic, right?” I ask her.

Her brows shoot up. “A relic? He’s only thirty.”

“He’s a throwback to our Viking ancestors. He should’ve been a warrior king. Ask him; he’s always said that. You have to understand that’s who he is on the inside, and everything else, the royal protocol and customs, are something he abides by only by sheer strength of will.” I used to think duty was easy for him, until he recently spelled out exactly what it would be like if I took his place as king (in the case he abdicated to marry commoner Anna). My parents relented and allowed the marriage because Gabriel was groomed from the start to be king, none of us were as well prepared, and they understood love, having such a strong marriage themselves.

Anna looks thoughtful. “You know, that actually explains a lot. A warrior king.” She goes up on tiptoe and kisses my cheek. “Thank you, Phillip. Knock ’em dead. Do whatever you want. I trust you.”

I incline my head. “As you should. Could you direct security to stand closer to the catwalk?”

“Absolutely.” She heads back through the curtains.

“You’re seriously afraid of a small group of women?” Oscar asks.

“They’re harmless,” Adrian assures me. “They just want to get to know us. We’re a novelty to them.”

I cross my arms. “I’m not afraid. I just prefer not to be mauled. One of them already ripped the pocket right off my trousers for a souvenir. I wouldn’t put it past them to rip my shirt or yank out a lock of my hair.”

“And he’s got such lovely locks too,” Lucas teases, ruffling my hair.

I knock his hand away. “Piss off. If it weren’t for you showing off, we wouldn’t be dealing with a riot situation.”

“Oh, please,” Lucas says. “It’s sixteen women.”

“Seventeen. Ruby’s here.”

Lucas smirks. “Aha. I see where you’re at.” He turns to Oscar and Adrian. “Did you hear how he said her name?”

Adrian leans in. “Do you think she has the funds to win you?” He’s still zeroed in on his stake in the betting pool.

I shrug one shoulder, not wanting to let on about my part in helping her win. “Maybe.”

Adrian abruptly leaves. Now where is he going? He’s not going to sweet-talk Ruby, is he? The whole point of me being here was to keep Adrian at a distance from her.

Anna’s voice carries through the microphone. “Everyone back to their seats! We’re about ready for the royal hottie—”

She’s cut off by a high-pitched group scream and a mad scramble of high-heeled women to their seats. So much for calming everyone down; instead the brief intermission has built up the anticipation. The music lowers in volume, still a sexy thumping beat. I break out in a sweat and drag a hand through my hair. This feels too much like a performance, and I have never been a performer. One on one, hanging with friends at a party or a club, great. Going on stage, even in front of a small audience, no.

I eye the exit, the muscles in my legs tense, ready for escape.

No, it’s for a good cause. For Anna. For Villroy. For my insane jealousy.

“Should we bring him out?” Anna hollers.

“Yes!” the women scream.

I suck in air, working on a calming deep breath.

Anna lowers her voice. “Let’s let him know how much we want to see him. Royal hottie, royal hottie…”

The women pick up the chant. I will hear it in my nightmares forever. They get louder and louder and louder.

I wipe the sweat from my brow with my shirtsleeve.

Anna has to yell at the top of her lungs to be heard over the chanting. “Here he is, the one, the only, the man of the hour, the royal hottie!”

I can’t move.

Someone gives me a shove. I turn and shove Lucas back. Oscar joins in, and they both push me forward. I shove them back with all my might, and we have a brief grappling match, two against one. I’m just furious enough to give them a fight. They release me suddenly, and the room goes quiet. Uh-oh.

I glance over my shoulder. The curtains have been fully pulled back—our brief wrestling match exposed.

“Come on out here, Phillip,” Anna says. “We won’t bite.”

The women laugh.

I step forward on wooden legs, and the curtain closes behind me. I’m sure I’m emanating more anger than sexy approachability, but it can’t be helped. I don’t appreciate my little brothers trying to push me around. I don’t care if they’re not actually little anymore. I’m the older one and deserve their respect.

Anna signals for the music to lower. “Now, ladies, before we get to the bidding, I want to let you know what an honor it is for us to have Phillip here. He wasn’t sure at first about my idea, but I won him over to the dark side.”

The women whoop and whistle.

She smiles at me. I can’t even force a smile while standing on stage in front of a pack of man-hungry riotous women. She turns back to the audience. “He’s the total package, ladies. He loves women—”

“We love you, Phillip!”

“I love you!”

“Love me!”

Anna goes on. “And he’s very involved in charitable work to bring clean water to poor communities. Not just by being their spokesperson, he’s on the ground, going into villages, meeting tribal leaders, spending time with their people, helping to smooth the way. He’s generous, doing good just for its own sake. So let’s call him what he really is, a prince among men, a dream prince.”

Crickets.

And then a voice calls out, “Yes!”

I zero in on Ruby sitting near the catwalk in the last row. She’s leaning into the aisle so I can see her beautiful face. “Thank you, Ruby!”

She grins and gives me a thumbs-up.

Anna gestures for me to walk down the catwalk. “Do I hear fifty?” Wow, that is a really low bid after Lucas’s crazy-high bids. Maybe she thinks the crowd has lost interest in the real me. I am a dream prince. And that is so much better than the objectifying title previously given to me.

Ruby raises her hand. “One hundred.” She bid on me. My chest expands with pride. It’s more than she bid on Adrian, even though she’s broke. She wants me.

“How about two hundred?” Anna asks.

My eyes are only for Ruby as I walk down the catwalk in my buttoned shirt, leather trousers, and boots. Fully dressed dream prince here. It’s definitely easier to do the walk focused on her familiar blond hair that just brushes the shoulders of her bright pink V-neck sweater. Her eyes are sparkling, her face lit up with a smile just for me. I’m dimly aware of women hollering numbers around me. Thousands.

Finally I reach her and drop to my haunches. “Thank you for the generous bid.”

Her cheeks flush pink. “Uh, sure. I’m afraid I’m out of funds.”

I lean down and whisper, “It’s the thought that counts.”

We smile at each other, and warmth spreads through me, calming my nerves.

I straighten and spread my arms wide to my adoring fans. “You rock, ladies! What a fantastic cause! How much can we help Anna with her good work?”

Anna immediately jumps in with, “Do I hear ten thousand?”

I turn and stride back down the catwalk, glad we’re nearly done. I catch Anna’s eye and cross my fingers at my side. She gets the message and holds up her cell phone. “I’ve got a bid here from an anonymous bidder. It’s eleven thousand.”

“Eleven thousand one hundred,” a woman with sleek black hair counters.

I keep my fingers crossed, which means keep going.

“Eleven thousand two hundred from anonymous,” Anna says.

“Twelve thousand,” the woman says.

It keeps going from there, astonishingly high. I keep to my signal, even as the numbers get to teeth-clenching levels.

“Fifty thousand,” Anna says.

Silence.

“Fifty thousand to the anonymous bidder!” Anna exclaims. “Woo! Good work, ladies! And thank you so much, Phillip!”

I incline my head. I’ve just donated fifty thousand of my personal funds to the cause, but you know what? That’s fine. It’s an investment for Villroy. In fact, I’ll donate even more than that. And I got what I wanted—Ruby.

“Okay, everyone, we’re going to clear the chairs and boogie!” Anna hollers.

The music blasts, the spotlight on the stage turns off, and I go backstage. It’s empty. My brothers have already left to mingle. I head into the room to do my part to mingle, and my guards flank me. I scan the room for Ruby, and then she’s right there, heading toward me.

“You made it without causing a riot,” she says, smiling up at me. “Great work.”

I chuckle. “Thank you.”

She gets serious. “So, uh, do you know who the bidder was who won a date with you?”

I give her a slow secret smile. “Anonymous.”

“You don’t know?”

I lean down to her ear. “I bid through Anna. You won me.” I pull back to gauge her reaction. She looks stunned, her green eyes wide, her jaw slack. I tense. Shit. Maybe she doesn’t want to go on a date with me.

I’m about to declare it would be completely platonic, no pressure, when she exclaims, “Phillip, you bid fifty thousand euros! This was supposed to be a fundraiser from outside sources.”

I let out a quiet exhale, all of my muscles relaxing again. She was only worried about the money. “Villroy is my legacy. Of course I want to contribute.”

She rubs the side of her neck and gives me a sideways look. “You must’ve really wanted to go on a date with me. You could’ve just asked, you know.”

I lower my voice. “I was also trying to avoid the man-hungry crowd. These women are nutso wild.” And I needed to keep you away from Adrian, I silently add. I know he didn’t egg her on with the bidding. She stopped at a hundred. What was he doing?

She laughs. “They’re fun. I think Anna let them have too much to drink before feeding them. Woo!” She gestures with her arms spread wide. “Inhibitions out the window!”

“To put it mildly.”

Someone claps me on the back. It’s a grinning Adrian. I knew it had to be family; otherwise, the guards wouldn’t let anyone touch me. I hadn’t used security earlier when my trousers were ripped by grabbing man-hungry hands, and I probably should have.

“You beat them all!” he crows. He won the pool. Nothing thrills him more than winning.

I narrow my eyes at him. “Where did you go? Were you driving up the bidding somehow?”

He winks. “Who, me?”

“Adrian!”

“Relax, it’s all for a good cause.” He probably boosted the woman with the black hair’s bid.

I shove his shoulder. “You should chip in personally, too.”

“I will. We all plan to.” He looks from me to Ruby and back to me. “Phillip, you sly dog, you were the anonymous bidder, weren’t you?”

Heat creeps up my neck. It’s one thing for Ruby to know, a whole other thing for my teasing brothers to know. “It was anonymous.”

He grins. “Phillip, Phillip, Phillip, I had no idea you were such a romantic.” He turns to Ruby. “What do you think? Is he worth fifty thousand euros for one lousy date?”

“Lousy!” I protest.

Ruby smiles mischievously. “Only one way to find out.” Then she hugs me around the middle. I loop an arm over her shoulders and pull her close.

Adrian shakes his head. “Guess we do have a tradition of Rourkes falling for Americans. First our uncle abdicated for an American, and then Gabriel threatened to do the same. What is it about you Americans?”

Now the heat from my neck is all the way up to the tips of my ears, my heart pumping hard. I can’t deny I’m into her, despite trying to keep my distance. Adrian just put it out there like a big red flag.

Ruby takes it in stride. “I guess us Americans are just plain awesome.”

He chuckles. “You are.” He heads to the bar and is quickly surrounded by women eager to get close to him.

I turn to Ruby. “I suppose I should join the party. Stick to my side.”

“Ooh, I feel like one of your security guards, except I’m the don’t touch him, ladies, he’s mine kind of tough.” She laughs. “I did win you.”

I can’t help but smile. Maybe it was okay that Adrian put it out there. Maybe we’re on the same page. “That kind of toughness is exactly what I need.” I take her hand, entwining our fingers together, and head to the bar.

The women immediately form a crowd around me. “Where are you going on your date?” the woman with black hair who bid on me asks.

“Paris,” I say.

Ruby squeaks.

“Damn, I should’ve went higher,” the black-haired woman says. “Adrian only gave me twenty-five grand.”

Holy shit. That means she was willing to put up twenty-five grand of her personal funds. The total is more than double Lucas, and all I had to do was take a walk fully clothed. I am the man.

“He’s mine now,” Ruby says, wrapping an arm around my waist and leaning against my side. “I was the anonymous bidder.”

“Why were you anonymous?” the woman asks. “You were in the room.”

Ruby turns to me.

“She’s shy.” I can’t think of anything better. I probably should’ve told Ruby not to share that she won me, though the mystery of an anonymous bidder would’ve been hard to avoid as a topic of conversation.

“Actually,” Ruby says, “the truth is, I was a little embarrassed of the huge crush I have on him.”

My head swivels toward hers, but she keeps her gaze fixed on the curious women.

She goes on. “We talked just a few minutes ago and he was so gracious I don’t feel embarrassed anymore. I mean, I’ve followed him online for years—”

“Me too!” the woman says.

More women gather close to share in their mutual stalking of me.

“He’s my screensaver,” one woman says. “You know the picture of him on the beach at St. Bart’s?”

I inwardly cringe. The women carry on as if I’m not standing there.

“Which one? Red trunks? Black?”

“Black. Wet and snug.”

“Mmm-hmm, fi-i-i-ne.”

“Oh, that’s a good one!”

“You can make out the outline…”

They snicker and stare at my crotch. I pull Ruby in front of me and wrap my arms around her waist. She rests a hand on my forearm and gives me a small squeeze.

“What did you ladies think of Lucas?” Ruby asks, turning the conversation. “Think he would’ve taken off more if we’d kept our distance?” She’s clever, including herself in the riot to get them talking. She sat in the back the whole time.

The women immediately chime in their opinions on his stripping possibility and what that might reveal. It’s much raunchier than the talk about me.

I lean down and kiss Ruby’s cheek, feeling her smile as her cheek curves. She feels right in my arms, and I’m more comfortable than I thought I’d be in this bizarre situation. I should’ve seen the signs—the chemistry, my need to be near her, my uncharacteristic jealousy. I’m falling for her, even though it’s a dead end. I can’t seem to stop it, the slow roll into a crash. She’s irresistible.


Chapter Eight


Ruby

I’m hyper, flushed and excited, totally thrown by the turn of events. First, that Phillip wanted me enough to bid sky-high to go on a date with me. And, second, by the fact that Adrian shared that Phillip is falling for me and Phillip seemed to agree. All of these feelings are pouring out of me—affection, warmth, deep like, no, it’s worse than that. We’ve been at the bar for an hour now, mingling with the ladies and his brothers, and every time he turns and smiles at me, my stomach actually gets butterflies. There’s fluttering up there and more fun going on down below. I want him so bad.

Anna grabs my hand and tugs me along with her. “This is my song! Dance floor, ladies! You too, guys!”

I laugh and join her. It’s Justin Timberlake’s “Can’t Stop the Feeling!” Just her kind of upbeat fun song. Everyone joins us, except for the guards and Gabriel. Phillip moves in by my side. He’s a good dancer. I’ve seen pictures of him dancing at clubs. I square off with him, and he dances close, his hands moving in the air around my body. It’s electric, the heat simmering between us.

I lift my hands over my head and let go, moving my body sensuously, feeling sexy for the first time since the horrible breakup breakdown. I’m back from the dead and ready to throw myself at life, at him.

Slow down. It’s a dance, it’s one date, it’s one week.

He slips an arm around my waist, drawing me close, his leg wedging between mine as we grind. Oh, fuck, yes. His aquamarine eyes are intent on mine, heated and sure.

“Hello?” Anna says, appearing next to us. “You two want to take this upstairs?”

Phillip immediately pulls away. I glare at Anna.

She sends me a significant look. It’s a reminder. Don’t think you can fix the manwhore. He’ll only hurt you. I look away, in denial, because right now I feel awesome with Phillip.

Anna gestures in a big get over here move to Gabriel, who’s watching her from the side of the dance floor. “Your Majesty, get your cute butt over here!”

Phillip and I exchange an amused look. Anna informed me earlier she’s not supposed to swear in public now that she’s queen. Normally she’d say ass.

I glance over at Gabriel. A smile plays over his lips, his gaze warm on Anna, but he doesn’t budge.

She dances over to him and, a moment later, he’s dancing a waltz with her, completely wrong for this song, but Anna doesn’t seem to mind.

I go back to dancing with Phillip. Other women have crowded around him now that there’s space. His gaze returns to me again and again, and I can’t find it in me to be jealous. He wants me as much as I want him.

The song changes to a slow one. Phillip and I immediately lock gazes. He crosses to me, takes my hand, and pulls me close, his other arm banding around my waist. He doesn’t ask if I want to dance with him. He doesn’t need to.

I glance around the dance floor. His brothers are all paired off. Some of the women do twirling dances with each other, laughing. Some of them head back to the bar.

He’s moving us, subtly, slowly shifting us to the edge of the crowd. All of my nerve endings light up in anticipation. He probably wants to bail, go somewhere private with me, but then he stops a small distance from the group and continues our dance.

“Are we going upstairs after this?” I blurt.

“No.”

“Oh.” I’m confused. He arranged for our date and he’s been affectionate with me tonight.

His voice is a husky rumble in my ear. “Ruby, I like you a lot, but I’m leaving in a week, so are you. I won’t be returning for a very long time. And the truth is, I don’t do relationships. I find you tempting, so damn tempting, but I want to do right by you. I want to be better than my reputation.”

My throat gets tight, and I swallow hard. Even turning me down, he does it for noble reasons. I know I shouldn’t give him a pass on his well-deserved reputation, but it’s really hard not to when he’s being so honest and forthright. He’s not taking advantage, he’s protecting my feelings. “Maybe I wasn’t looking for a relationship.”

He draws me close. “You’d regret it. I know that much about you.”

I can’t let it go. “Maybe I just wanted a little fun for the short time I have here. Once I get home, I’ll be busy with my new business. I really want to hit the ground running so I can afford my own place. I’ve been living with my parents since I lost my job. Soon I’ll have a baby sister, and my parents need my room.”

He pulls back to meet my eyes. “A baby sister? That’s quite an age gap.”

“I know. She’s a miracle. We’re all so excited, and I don’t want to miss out on a thing. She’s the sister I’ve always wanted.” I take a deep breath. “So maybe just for tonight—”

“Our paths likely won’t cross again, and I don’t want to hurt you.”

My voice comes out small. “So just one date?”

He looks over my shoulder. “We can spend time together during your stay. As friends.”

I can’t keep the frustration from my voice. “You’ve been more than friendly tonight.”

“I can’t seem to help myself, but I know the right thing to do.” He puts some space between us, finally meeting my eyes. “I want to be a good memory for you.”

I let out an exaggerated sigh. “You really are a prince.”

He laughs and pulls me into a hug. “I suppose so.” He pulls back and holds me by the shoulders. “Still want to go on that date with me?”

I force a smile, my eyes hot. “Paris? Duh. Of course I want to go to Paris.”

He resumes the dance. “Good.”

“So do I get a goodnight kiss on this date?”

He hesitates. “Sure.”

“Second base?”

He pulls back enough to look at me. “Oh, Ruby, you’re on a slippery slope, I’m afraid.”

“Don’t be scared. I’ll be gentle.”

He smirks. “That’s my line.”

We dance in silence, our bodies close, heated, drawn together despite the line he’s drawn. I don’t think I can resist the temptation that is Phillip. He’s turned into my dream prince, and I don’t want to miss out. The fact that I leave in a week makes it urgent that I have him while I still can.

I go up on tiptoe to whisper in his ear, “What if I told you, no matter what, there would only be good memories. That I would treasure our time together and know it for what it was, a temporary thing.”

He stills, and hope soars within me. And then he drops his arms from me and steps back. “It wouldn’t be that simple.”

“Why not? We could agree ahead of time.”

We stare at each other, the short distance between us feeling like a giant chasm that can never be crossed.

Lucas appears at my side. “Hey, big spender, I heard it was you who won Phillip. How about a dance? Or are you two still dancing?” He looks at Phillip standing a distance away.

“Go ahead,” Phillip says and heads to the bar.

I go cold.

Lucas takes my hand and leads me in a waltz. He’s a good dancer and leaves a polite distance. Yet I can’t enjoy myself, can’t take my eyes off Phillip at the bar. The women have gathered around him and he’s chatting with them. How can he deny us? What if what we have—our intense attraction, our warm friendship—is not so easy to find again? What if it’s unique and this is a chance of a lifetime? Am I really just going to let him go? Would that be the smart thing to do, or a foolish mistake?

“He likes you,” Lucas says as if he could read my mind. Or maybe I’m just that obvious with my longing looks at his brother.

“I like him too.”

“His ex wrecked him,” he says. “Serious baggage.” Is that why Phillip said it wouldn’t be that simple? Because he has real feelings for me, and he’s the one who doesn’t want to get hurt?

“I get that. I’ve been through similar.”

He whistles out a long breath. “That could be bad. Two people with serious baggage. Sounds like a minefield.”

“What if it’s worth the risk?”

“Sometimes it is. Sometimes it’s brutal.”

“You know this from personal experience?”

He steps away and does a courtly bow. “Thank you for the dance.” He goes to ask another woman to dance, who’s been standing on the sidelines.

I let out a breath. Now I’m not sure what to do. Go to Phillip? Ignore him? But then he’s striding toward me, his guards flanking him, and I know there’s no real decision to be made. I must be with him.

*     *     *

Phillip

I tried to resist for Ruby’s benefit, okay, for mine too, but I was fighting the inevitable. Whatever this is, I can’t keep away for the short time I’ve been granted with her. The moment Lucas abandoned her on the dance floor, I went to her. Now I’m leading her through the east wing and up to the flat rooftop garden accessible only to the royal family. It’s my favorite spot in the palace.

“Oh, wow, look at the view!” she exclaims, rushing toward the far end, where the crashing waves along the beach are visible in the distance.

“You can see the whole island from up here on a clear night.” I look up just as a cloud passes over the moon, dimming the light. “It’s a little cloudy but still good.”

She goes to the edges of the space, looking all around, before turning to me. “So what do you do up here?”

“Usually we party.”

A couple of servants appear through the door, William and John. I requested they bring a few items. William is holding a chilled bottle of the same sauvignon blanc Ruby had earlier and two glasses. John has a couple of plush throw blankets to ward off the chill of a late September night.

I maneuver one of the chaise lounges in front of the ocean view and accept the blankets. John brings a matching chaise lounge next to mine and then a small wooden table, where William sets the wine and glasses.

I gesture for Ruby to take a seat. She looks delighted as she sinks into the cushioned seat. I settle one of the blankets over her lap.

“Thank you!” she exclaims. “This is perfect!”

I take the seat next to her and stretch the blanket out over my legs. William opens the wine and pours a glass for both of us.

“Will there be anything else, Your Highness?” he asks.

“This is good, thank you.”

They both bow and take their leave.

Ruby takes a sip of her wine. “Ahh. This is the life.”

“I love it up here. So peaceful. Do you want me to put the floor lights on?”

“No. The stars and moon are just right. So tell me what we’re going to do on our date.”

“I thought we’d take the jet to Paris…” I trail off, alarmed at her coughing fit. “Are you okay?”

She leans close, her eyes watering. “It went down the wrong pipe when I gasped. We’re taking a private jet to Paris?”

“Did you think us poor?”

“I didn’t think much about it. A private jet?”

“Yes. Anna’s fundraiser wasn’t because we didn’t have the funds. It was cleverly designed to involve the people who will later become future clients of the spa. She’s hoping they’ll spread the word about it.”

She smiles. “She’s a smart cookie, isn’t she?”

“Yes. A natural entrepreneur, and my brother is behind her, using his own considerable power and connections to smooth the way.”

She takes a sip of wine and sighs. “I love that she’s queen and has all of you. She had a rough childhood and, well, I know she’s always wanted family.”

“She’ll probably have her own family with Gabriel soon. They’re getting started on the heir right away.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful! She’ll be the best mom.”

“Agreed.”

“Okay, so after we jet off to Paris, then we…”

“Dine at L’Ambroisie and then—”

“Wait, tell me about the restaurant.”

“The chef is a family friend, he’s been around forever, and it’s a three-star Michelin restaurant. For foodies, that’s the ultimate. You pass through the seventeenth-century arcades of Places des Vosges to enter the restaurant. You’ll love that.” At her puzzled look, I backtrack to what might’ve been unfamiliar to her. “Places des Vosges is like a park, a residential square of open space surrounded by redbrick apartment buildings with shops and restaurants below. The street level of the buildings has these large arches, they’re called arcades. Anyway, you loved the historic shopping mall at Nantes so much, I thought you’d really like it. And then once you’re inside, the interior is an elegant Viennese style.”

“Describe it.”

I try to picture it in my mind’s eye. “White wood paneling, gold-trimmed mirrors, silk tapestries, crystal chandeliers, round tables with white tablecloths, red and purple velvet chairs, marble patterned floors. I’m sure I’m not doing it justice. You’ll have to see it in person.”

“It sounds like you picked this date special for me. What if someone else had won you?”

“Then I would’ve had a candlelit dinner in the royal dining room and invited everyone—my brothers, sister, and the other guests—up here for a party. Very little alone time.”

She gives me a small pleased smile and sips her wine.

I sip mine too. I don’t mind that I’ve shown my hand, and she knows I’m into her. I want her to know. I want to treat her special. “So after that, we could go dancing at a club, or we could come back here and relax on the rooftop garden. Or walk on the beach. Really up to you. I want you to experience everything you’re interested in here as a newcomer.”

She smiles. “That’s a nice way to say I’m a tourist. I’d like dinner, dancing, and then back here to the rooftop garden.” She looks off in the distance and sighs. “You’re not like the guys I usually meet.”

“I suppose I’m your first royal.”

She laughs. “Yes, but I mean, you just seem more direct, more expressive than most guys.”

I look off in the distance before confiding, “I wasn’t always the playboy prince. I did commit once. It ended in a very public breakup. So maybe I was happy with my scandalous reputation. My ex could see I was doing just fine without her.” I turn to her. “Lately, though, I’m really starting to hate it. I wanted my charitable work to help clean up my image for the sake of my family, but now I want to change it just as much for me.”

She gives me a sympathetic look. “I heard about Lana.”

I take a swallow of wine to ease the tightness in my throat. “Yes, well, everyone did.”

My breakup with Lana was extremely public, covered by all the gossip rags, all over the internet, so I’m sure Ruby knows the basics. Lana and I were the golden couple for five years and then she dumped me by text for a Greek billionaire, whom she said she loved. They were plastered all over the gossip rags too. Now, a little over a year later, I hear she’s single and I get a sick satisfaction out of knowing that. I hope he dumped her as callously as she dumped me. I guess I haven’t completely gotten over it if I’m still bitter. I’m not that evolved.

We’re quiet for a few minutes, but it’s not awkward. Lana fades from my mind as I find peace again, sitting next to Ruby, cozy and warm, gazing at the sea.

“I feel like a different person sitting up here on this peaceful island,” she says, breaking the silence. “Like I’m not just buffeted by forces beyond my control. Like I’m in control. Maybe it’s because I’ve been working on my first big solo project here. I like working for myself.”

“You’re great at your job.”

“Thanks. Anna did me a huge favor calling me for it. Plus she bragged about me to all her friends when she gave them the tour. They all want me to do projects for them when I get back to Tampa. It’ll really get my business off the ground.”

“That’s fantastic!”

“It is. Things are finally looking up.”

I look over at her and she turns, our gazes locking for a charged moment.

She looks away and takes a big swallow of wine. “What was it like growing up here?”

I take a sip of wine and then set it down. No one wants to hear a prince complain about duty, obligation, and public scrutiny. I was born into wealth and never wanted for anything. “It was great. I know I’m blessed.”

She leans in. “That sounds like a canned answer for the press. Tell me what it was really like.”

“I appreciate everything I have. My brothers and I had fun running around the island, exploring the dunes and caves, swimming and surfing in the waves.”

“Don’t forget cruising around on the yacht.”

I grin. “That was more of a launching pad to dive into the sea. Of course, we took out the jet skis too.”

“Of course!”

“See, it sounds like luxury. It was. Like I said—”

“I know, I know, you appreciate what you have. What’s it like to have no privacy? To have your every move documented and commented on?”

“I learned to embrace it. I’m a people person and, while it’s intrusive at times, for the most part I don’t mind.”

“Even with your ex?”

“I loved being part of the golden couple. It seemed everyone loved us together as much as I did. I thought we’d marry, and then we didn’t.” My voice chokes. “I seem to pick beautiful, vain, shallow women. Maybe so I won’t be tempted to commit.” I pause, surprising myself with the insight. I never proposed to Lana, and I set up everything for maximum sabotage with other women for more than a year now. I press my lips together before admitting the truth. “Maybe I’m just not cut out for commitment.”

She gives my hand a squeeze. “Anyone would take a breather from commitment after her. I know she dumped you for a really old guy, so guess what? You’re better off. She sounds like a gold digger, and maybe she knew your kingdom wasn’t doing so well economically.”

“She did know that. And I’m glad they broke up.”

“Ha-ha. Sweet revenge. I wish bad things for my ex too, even though I feel guilty because he’s about to be a father to triplets with his wife.”

I straighten. “His wife?”

“Yup. I was the other woman, though I didn’t know it. We lived together for a year. A whole year, Phillip, where I was stupidly, ignorantly happy.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, me too.” She sits up and says fiercely, “When he told me he was leaving me because his wife was expecting triplets, he wanted me to be happy for him! I’m just standing there, stunned, and then he says, ‘By the way, you have to move out. This is my parents’ vacation condo and they’re coming for a visit because of the triplets. We’re all so excited!’” She downs her wine in one long swallow. “Well, I was not excited. I was devastated.”

My heart aches for her. I feel her pain. I know that kind of pain. “Shit. That sounds awful.”

She sighs and relaxes into her chair again. “Yeah, it was. I lost my job because I just couldn’t function. I moved back in with my parents, trying to get a freelance career going—mostly recovering—and now here I am two months later in a completely different headspace. At last, the cloud has lifted. I have a real chance at a cool career on my terms. I’ll be able to get my own place, and they’ll have my room for the baby. Everything is working out just as I hoped.”

I take a deep breath. “It seems we met at the wrong time.”

She studies me for a long moment, and I get a bad feeling that she’s about to stomp on my heart. “I really like you.”

“I like you too.”

“But I think you had the right idea before. Neither of us is up for more devastation. We’re still recovering. At least I am. And I know I said let’s go for it for a one-week happy memory, but that was lust talking.” Her gaze searches mine. “We can be smarter than that. I mean, you’re still recovering from Lana, right?”

“Yes.” I must be if I’m so spitefully glad Lana was dumped.

“And we’re going our separate ways soon.”

I exhale sharply. Why couldn’t I have met Ruby a year ago? Except I’m just kidding myself. I couldn’t have committed a year ago any more than I could now. I’d sabotage it in some way and end up hurting her. Maybe I’m only drawn to her because I know we have no future.

Silence falls. We both gaze out at the sea. There’s nothing more to be said. There is no us and there never will be.

I turn to her. “Tell me what it was like growing up in Tampa.”

She smiles and takes my hand, clasping it warmly on top of the blanket as she tells me of her orange trees, the warm waters of the Gulf, and her visits to the happiest place on earth, which inspired her love of interior design.

We end up talking all night, sitting side by side in the moonlight, holding hands.

We watch the sunrise together, and it’s the best night of my life.

She stands and stretches as the sun finishes its rise in the sky. “I can’t believe we talked until sunrise! You should’ve told me to shut up.”

I stand and fold the blankets. “Never. I loved hearing all your stories.”

“Thank you. I loved hearing yours too. And now I need sleep.”

I walk her to the door, holding it open for her, and then walk her to her room. She stops just outside her door and tips her face up, smiling at me. “Thanks for a wonderful night.”

I can barely breathe, so enthralled with her. “Thank you.” I lean down to kiss her cheek, and she shifts, her lips meeting mine in a soft kiss.

I pull back in surprise. We agreed to be just friends.

She grabs my head and kisses me again. The blood rushes through my veins. I pin her against the door in a flash, the building tension finally having an outlet. Her lips are soft, her taste like wine and sex; it’s a potent combination. She’s gripping my hair, her nails digging into my shoulder, her tongue tangling with mine.

“Walk of shame, huh?” a feminine voice calls in a teasing voice.

I break the kiss and glare at one of Anna’s friends in a jacket, yoga leggings, and sneakers, probably going out for an early run.

“I wish,” Ruby says with a laugh.

My heart thunders in my chest, adrenaline pumping, all of me ready to move forward with this. Forget what we said before. I want her now.

The woman laughs and continues on her way.

Ruby holds up a palm to me, holding me off. “Good night and good morning.” She slips inside and shuts the door behind her.

I consider following her in. I don’t think she’d resist if I kissed her again. It would naturally lead to her bed. And then what? We screw our brains out for one week, getting in deeper and deeper, and then cut each other loose?

I turn away, heading to my suite. Neither of us is up for the devastation. She was right about that. I rub my aching chest. Maybe it’s already too late. My body is denied, but my heart is out there, still with Ruby.


Chapter Nine


Ruby

Phillip has been a dream. After our all-night rooftop talk, we spent the rest of the week together, exploring the island and talking, talking, talking. It wasn’t exactly private. He has two guards with him whenever he goes out, on the king’s orders, not because he wants them. He swears the islanders would never hurt him. I got used to his guards, Henry and Rafe, once Phillip assured me they would never repeat anything they heard us say unless our lives were in danger. After a while, I forgot they were there and spoke freely. Being with Phillip is almost like hanging with a close friend, except for the sexual tension. It’s always there, a subtle current running between us.

Now we’re on the jet on the way to Paris for the date I won in the bachelor auction. Phillip is chatting with the flight attendant, asking after her family. I look out the window at the island fading in the distance. It’s beautiful, a jewel of purple heather meadows, dunes, grassy slopes, and rugged cliffs in a sapphire sea setting. Amalie Palace looks enchanting—sandstone with copper roofs, multiple towers, and spires—perched on a hill in the center of the island. Cute cottages dot the long winding palace road. Soon this will all be like something I dreamed. I leave in two days. Phillip leaves the day after.

He turns to me, his blue-green eyes warm on mine. “It’s a short flight. Just under an hour. There’s a driver waiting for us. We’ll do dinner and dancing and then head back. Does that all sound good?”

I search his features, hardly believing how familiar he feels to me after just two weeks. His thick dark brown hair with a natural wave to it, his sharp cheekbones and jawline, straight nose, his sensual full lower lip. God, he’s a good kisser. We haven’t kissed since our all-night talk and I miss it terribly. I tried and he gently explained I’m too tempting to open that door again. I don’t care what anyone says, he is not some jerk manwhore only looking out for number one. Not with me. His rep is more a consequence of his bad breakup than who he really is. He even said he was starting to hate that rep. Deep down, he’s a romantic at heart. Just look at how he planned this date around what I would like. He’s so warm and attentive with me. That can’t possibly be an act put on for seduction. He hasn’t pushed for anything physical. In fact, just the opposite. And I know our lives are heading in different directions, but I simply can’t deny myself any longer.

He leans close. “What’s wrong?”

I worry my lower lip. “What if we skipped the dancing?”

“Oh. Okay. I’ll have to call the club. I booked a private area for us.” He pulls out his phone. “Is there something else you want to do?”

I nod.

He punches a few buttons on his phone. “What?”

“You.”

His head jerks up. “You want to do…” Understanding dawns. He smirks and then shakes his head. “Ruby, I thought we—”

“I don’t care,” I whisper. “I’m leaving in two days. I can’t leave never knowing what it’s like to be with you.”

He gives me a cocky smile. “It’s fantastic.”

I laugh. “I don’t doubt that for a moment.”

He gazes into my eyes. “Be sure. I don’t want you to have regrets.”

“No regrets. Paris is our little bubble. We can do whatever we want there, and when we leave, it’s only with good memories.”

“We’ll always have Paris.”

“Extra points for the Casablanca reference.”

He smooths a lock of hair behind my ear. “If I knew we were going to have a Paris bubble, I would’ve brought you here days ago instead of playing tour guide on Villroy.”

“One night. That’s what makes it a bubble. A onetime thing.”

“One night, not one time.” He holds me by the chin and kisses me gently and then nips my lower lip. “Done.” Then he gets on the phone, punches a few buttons, and speaks in rapid French, arranging what is no doubt going to be a primo hotel. All I care about is finally letting go with him. No more holding back.

*     *     *

The restaurant is everything Phillip described from the moment I step through the arcade at Place des Voges to entering the restaurant with its elegant decor. It’s like I stepped back in time to mingle in the parlor with high society. I’m so glad I brought my little black dress. This place is high class. No detail is overlooked, and I try to take it all in without gawking—gold-framed silk tapestries, gilded mirrors, crystal drop chandeliers, marble flooring with artfully placed Persian rugs. Each table is set elegantly with a white tablecloth, crystal wineglasses, china dishes, an abundance of silverware, and a small crystal vase of fresh flowers. I take Phillip’s lead for what silverware goes with which dish. He was born to this; I’m just along for the ride.

What Phillip left out of his restaurant description is that the food is a frigging work of art! I didn’t know food could look so stylish. It’s almost too gorgeous to eat! My appetizer is scallops arranged in a circle in a spring pea soup with some fresh herbs and a purple flower in the center. I take a picture of it before I ruin the arrangement, which makes Phillip laugh.

I love absolutely everything, and Phillip is kind enough to share samples of his dishes. He ordered rack of lamb and I ordered the sole. And how cute is this? My potato pancake had little baby asparagus heads popping out of it! My absolute favorite is dessert. Mine looks like a cream puff cut in half, but in the center is a two-layer chocolate cake with a thick layer of sweet mango cream. Phillip’s dark chocolate tart is also to die for. I probably could’ve finished off both desserts myself because, while the dishes were the highest quality, they were not big portions. This is food to savor.

The chef, a man in his seventies, even came out of the kitchen to see how we were enjoying our dinner. He and Phillip chatted for a bit in French. I wish I knew something to say beyond bonjour and merci beaucoup.

After dinner, we take a walk through the city with his guards. I’ve never been here before, and it’s a lot to take in, but my mind keeps skipping ahead to later—the hotel, the bed, a naked Phillip. I’m not nervous like I normally would be going to bed with a guy for the first time. I just feel excited. We’ve gotten to know each other well over the last two weeks. He’s a good man and my gut says to trust him.

He’s playing tour guide now, and I try to remember to say “cool” and “oh, really” at regular intervals.

He stops suddenly and turns me toward him, his hands gripping my upper arms. “Ruby, where are you? Am I boring you with the tour?”

I glance at his guards standing behind him. They discreetly look away.

I go on tiptoe and whisper, “I keep thinking about the hotel. Will Henry and Rafe be joining us there?”

He grins. “Yes, but they’ll be posted outside the room, near the access points.”

I keep my voice low. “Will they be able to hear us?”

His eyes dance with amusement. “Depends on how noisy you are.”

“Me? What about you?”

“They’re used to me.”

I park a hand on my hip. “So this is like a regular thing for you?”

He cocks his head. “Now see, this is a trick question. If I say yes, you’ll be pissed. If I say no, I’m lying to you. I don’t want to lie to you, Ruby.”

I press my lips together, irritated, but then a laugh escapes. “I know your rep.”

He tips my chin up and kisses the end of my nose. “And you know I want to tone it down.”

“Okay. Just take me to the hotel.”

He turns to the guards. Henry nods once. “The car is already on its way.”

I shake my head at Henry and Rafe. “How much you must know. You’re very good at being discreet.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Henry says, still stone-faced.

“It’s our job, ma’am,” Rafe says flatly.

“Okay, then.” I turn to Phillip and whisper, “If I get loud, feel free to do one of these.” I put my hand over my mouth.

He laughs and scoops me up in a hug, lifting me right off the ground. “It’s our bubble, Ruby, do whatever you want.”

A short while later, we arrive at the Ritz. Naturally. See, this Paris bubble will be a snap. It already feels like I’m moving through a dream. So different from my life back home I can’t even wrap my brain around it.

Phillip takes my hand and leads me to the front desk. The clerk recognizes him immediately and quickly checks him in, handing over the key.

“They already knew what you wanted?” I whisper.

“I let them know ahead of time. I booked the Suite Imperiale. I thought you’d enjoy the historic interior since you’re an interior designer and you loved Amalie Palace so much.”

I’m practically vibrating with excitement. This is the kind of thing I don’t see back home. European historic decor is much older and much more elegant than our oldest stuff, basically colonial America. We’re still a pretty young country relatively speaking.

“Will you be needing any assistance with your luggage, Your Highness?” the clerk inquires in perfect English.

Phillip responds cordially, “It’s just us, thank you.” He has zero embarrassment about using the hotel for sex, so why should I?

I follow him to our suite, the guards close behind. He holds the door open for me; I step inside and gasp. It’s more like an apartment! This place is huge!

He shuts the door behind us. The guards remain in the hall.

His arms wrap around my waist from behind. “Well?”

“It’s fantastic!”

“Go see the master bedroom. It’s a replica of Marie-Antoinette’s room at Versailles. It’s the one done mostly in gold.”

I rush through the living room with its two seating areas and head straight for a bedroom. This must be it. Everything in here is silk and gilded. It’s eighteenth-century sumptuous elegance. The place is practically a museum with antique furniture and framed oil paintings. The bed is incredible with a carved headboard and footboard, covered in silks, and set behind it is a gilded balustrade, like an elaborate canopy reaching up to the high ceiling. I pull out my phone, snapping pictures. I’m such a tourist.

I do a slow circle in the room. There’s also a chaise longue, high-back antique chairs, multiple antique tables, a huge fireplace with an oil painting of a dark-haired man featured over it, probably Marie-Antoinette’s husband, the king. I don’t know my French history. I look up. Crystal chandelier, intricate plaster designs on the ceiling and molding, everything trimmed in gold. It’s beyond, just beyond. I’m dying here. If I had seen this before I added my touch to the royal fantasy suite, I might’ve thrown my hands up, knowing how far I was from the mark of royal elegance.

I turn to Phillip, who followed me in. “Amazing! Is it weird I’m taking pictures instead of getting naked?”

He laughs. “Take as many pictures as you want. You’re practically drooling. I knew this room would be a good choice. Look around your fill. I’m not going anywhere.”

I do a slow tour of the suite, starting back in the living room. Two deep red sofas with gold tassels along the lower edges form two seating areas, back to back, separated by a long antique carved wood table. Glass doors lead to a balcony with a view of the city. I keep going toward a set of white double doors (French doors we call them back home) that lead to another bedroom, not as elaborate as the master, but still gorgeous, done in pale blues and pinks. Silk and gold trim abound in here too. An en suite bathroom mostly done in marble is beautiful, which makes me think the master bedroom’s bathroom will be even better. I backtrack, heading through the master bedroom.

Phillip is hanging his suit jacket in a closet and winks at me as I go past him. He’s such a sweetheart, patiently waiting for me.

Finally, I step into the bathroom. “Yes-s-s,” I say on a long dreamy sigh. I gaze my fill at a huge marble-trimmed whirlpool tub big enough for two below a high window. There’s a fireplace in here too, along with a table covered in luxury bath oils and lotions. White roses in a gold bowl on a vanity table lend a soft floral scent. Carved light wood paneling on every wall. There’s another door. I peek into it to find the rest of the bathroom, all marble and elegant as expected. I return to the glorious soaking-tub area. It’s like a spa in a museum. Unbelievable!

I can only imagine how much it costs to stay here. It must be thousands a night. I know I could never stay here on my own. Phillip really does live in a different world. And Paris is our bubble. I already feel like I’m floating outside myself, looking down at this extraordinary luxury that has never crossed even the far reaches of my imagination.

“What do you want to do first?” he asks from behind me, and I jump. He laughs. “Don’t tell me you’re nervous. This was all your idea.” I can hear the smile in his voice, the teasing warmth.

I turn and laugh a little. “You startled me. My mind was blown in the master bedroom and I’ve been walking around in a trance ever since.”

“I’m glad you like it. You want to take a bath?”

“By myself?”

“If you like. Or we could do a soak after…”

I close the distance and wrap my arms around his neck. “You’re awfully accommodating. You should’ve had me under you the moment the door shut behind us.”

He slides a warm hand under my hair and cups the back of my neck. “I don’t want to rush. I want to savor you.”

I sigh. Is it any wonder I’m falling for him?

He dips his head, his lips sealing over mine, his arm banding around my waist, drawing me tight against him. The kiss slides from tender to hungry in a flash, the familiar urgency rushing through me as I strain to get closer, only this time I don’t have to stop. He doesn’t have to stop. He’s backing me up as he kisses me, until we get to the wall, and then he shoves my dress up to my waist and lifts me. Yes. This is so much better, everything lining up perfectly now. I wrap my arms and legs around him. He’s got one hand on my jaw, holding me in place for his devouring mouth, his other hand sliding down my throat, across my collarbone, cupping my breast and flicking across my hard nipple. I moan in the back of my throat.

He shifts, kissing his way across my jaw down the side of my neck. I want more, more of him, more skin. I unbutton his white dress shirt to find a white crew-neck undershirt. “Too many clothes,” I protest. “Get this stuff off.”

He kisses me, nipping my lower lip, before smiling against my mouth. “No rush, remember?”

I yank his shirt from the waistband of his pants. “You’re pissing me off.”

He smirks and sets me back on my feet. Then I watch as he peels off the dress shirt and undershirt and tosses them on the vanity table. My mouth goes dry at the male beauty, so much beauty. “I love your shoulders,” I blurt. “So wide and bulky with muscle.”

His lips curve up. “Thank you.”

A chime sounds and then a sharp rap at the door. My hand flies to my throat, my heart racing. “Is it the guards? Is something wrong?”

“Relax. I’m sure it’s just the champagne I ordered.”

He heads out toward the living room and opens the door, completely fine answering it shirtless. He’s whistling a moment later. I join him in the living room just as he turns and opens a cabinet, pressing a few buttons. Soft jazz plays through speakers I hadn’t noticed before.

He looks at me over his shoulder, a smile playing over his lips. “You seem a little jumpy, so I’m setting the scene for seduction.”

“Oh, really?”

“Mmm-hmm.” He adjusts the volume on the music, raising it high. He says something to me, but I can’t make out the words over the music.

I cup a hand near my ear, heading toward him. “What?”

“Exactly!” He gestures to a marble table with the champagne and a gold box tied with brown and red ribbon.

“You got me a present?”

He wraps his arms around me from behind and whispers in my ear, “Chocolate truffles from the best chocolatier in Paris.”

I melt. He remembered I love chocolate truffles. We have spent a lot of time talking, getting to know each other. I put a hand to my stomach. “If only I wasn’t so stuffed from dinner.”

“It’ll be a good pick-me-up later when you’re worn out from my thorough fucking.”

My stomach drops, a low ache in my womb. It’s the first time he’s spoken crudely, and I like that it makes him feel more real and less perfect dream prince.

He brushes my hair to the side and kisses his way along my neck. I soften, all of my muscles warm and languid, desire unfurling within me. He gives my earlobe a tug with his teeth before whispering, “Music takes care of any noises you feel moved to make, the champagne is chilling, and the guards will remain posted on this end of the suite far from the master bedroom.”

I turn in his arms. “Won’t they hear the loud music and know it’s to cover our sex noises?”

“I told them we’re reciting French poetry,” he says with a straight face. “They were so disgusted they put in earplugs.”

I crack up, and he smiles. “Are they really wearing earplugs?” I know it’s a stretch, but I’d relax so much more if they were.

He doesn’t answer. Instead he takes my hand and leads me to the bedroom. He stops next to the bed and shifts behind me, slowly unzipping the back of my dress, his fingers trailing lightly along my spine, giving me a shiver. I stare at the elegant bed done up in gold silk and blurt, “It’s too nice a bed to mess up.”

“Would you prefer the floor?”

“It’s a Persian rug!” I strip all the covers off, so it’s just the silk sheets, and look around for a safe place to set them.

Phillip takes them from my hands and sets them over a chair, giving me a wry look. “I’m beginning to think we should’ve booked the Holiday Inn.”

I laugh. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry, be naked.” He slides my dress down and off and helps me step out of it. I reach for his belt buckle, but he shifts away.

His voice is rough. “Let me look at you.” I try not to fidget, knowing I’m petite, not overly curved anywhere, really. Smaller than some guys prefer.

His eyes eat me up, starting at my black lace bra down to my matching panties and black heels. “So beautiful, Ruby. So damn sexy.”

And I feel beautiful with him. I throw myself in his arms and then we’re kissing passionately, his hands all over me. I break the kiss and refocus on getting him naked, undoing his belt. This time he lets me. Then I’ve got the clasp and zipper and finally I stroke him. He moans and tips his head back. I go for it, stripping him down to his socks. He’s magnificent, his thick erection jutting out toward me, his legs powerful and muscular. He peels off the socks, and I step out of my heels.

We stare at each other for one sizzling moment before slamming together, mouths fused, hands grabbing, crazed for each other. The intensity is like nothing I’ve ever felt before. I crave him like my next breath. We tumble onto the bed, a tangle of arms and legs. He rolls on top of me, taking his weight on his forearms, kissing me roughly. I spear my fingers through his thick hair, overwhelmed by all that I’m feeling. There’s nothing but the heat of his body, the fire igniting between us, his taste, his scent. He shifts, kissing his way down my throat, across my collarbones, his tongue dipping to the hollow between them.

“My turn,” I tell him, pushing at his shoulders. “I’ve been wanting to lick every spectacular muscular ridge on you since the first time we met.”

He rolls off me, onto his back, and holds his arms out to his sides. “Have at it.”

I straddle him, victorious, my hands on his shoulders, taking in his magnificent chest.

“Well?” he teases. “Just going to look at me?”

I lean down and kiss him, sinking my teeth into his full lower lip and then sucking it. He groans. My hands roam from his square jaw down his neck and over the swell of his shoulders. His hands grip my hips, but they’re not moving. I shift lower, kissing and nipping and tasting my way down, stopping to flick my tongue over his flat nipple. He moans, and I smile. I keep going, exploring his abs, running my tongue along them, and along the sides, his musky scent exciting me further. I shift, taking his massive erection in hand and running my tongue along the length of it. He groans long and low. I lick the salty drop off the tip and draw him into my mouth. His fingers tangle in my hair as his hips lift off the mattress. I take him as deep as I can, lifting my gaze to his gorgeous face. His jaw is slack, his eyes soft, watching me. I keep going, wanting to give to him after he’s given so much to me. I’m damp between the legs, achy with need, his pleasure adding to mine.

He jerks and gives my hair a sharp tug. “Ruby!”

I reluctantly loosen my hold and lift my head. “What?”

“My turn,” he growls.

My eyes widen at the roughness that’s new to his voice, and then he’s on me, his mouth sealed over mine as he lowers me under him. I wrap my arms around his neck and open my legs, cradling him.

He kisses a trail to my ear. “Jesus. So wet. I haven’t even touched you yet.”

“I got excited sucking you off.”

He drops his head for a moment.

“Phillip?”

He lifts his head, holds my jaw with one hand, and kisses me. “So fucking sexy.” He kisses me again, long and deep, his hand cupping my breast, caressing it, and then he shifts, his mouth closing over it, drawing my nipple deep into his mouth, the hollows of his cheekbones pronounced. Pleasure spears through me, my womb aching with each sharp suck. My legs fall open, aching for him there. He shifts to the other breast, caressing, kissing, sucking. His teeth clamp over my nipple and I suck in air, my back arching, and then he gentles, licking my hard nipple and then suckling again. My breath is coming harder now, need clawing at me.

“Phillip, kiss me, fuck me.” I want his mouth back up here, and I want him inside me.

He shifts lower suddenly and kisses my sex. I jolt. His warm blue-green eyes meet mine as he strokes me lazily with his fingers. “So sensitive,” he croons.

“You surprised—ah!” My hips arch up, white-hot pleasure stealing my breath. He lowered his head and sucked just as his fingers thrust inside me. He’s not taking his time with me now. He anchors my hip down with one hand while his fingers continue to thrust and stroke as his lips and tongue devour me. I’m trembling under him, my nails digging into his shoulders, whimpering incoherently, my brain screaming for release. I can’t form the words. I need, I need, please, please, please.

He lifts his head, watching my expression as he works me with his fingers. I’m panting, jaw slack, flushed with heat. I still can’t speak. He smirks, a very satisfied-looking smirk, and lowers his head again. Yes! Except now he’s gentle, soft kisses, slow licks, his fingers gentler too.

I moan and tug his hair. “I’m so fucking close. Don’t stop.”

“I’m not stopping.”

“More, more, more.” I am shameless.

“Demanding little minx,” he growls and proceeds to drive me out of my mind. He amps me up again and I’m so grateful I can’t stop moaning. I’m loud, I don’t care. His mouth, his beautiful hungry mouth, consumes me; his fingers own me. I’m so far gone, within minutes I’m shaking with need. My insides coil tight.

“Look at me,” he says gruffly.

My eyes fly open, locked on his. He watches me as he lowers his head again, sucking gently, his fingers, oh, god, the pressure. My world goes dark for a moment and then it explodes, my hips bucking helplessly against him. Electric sensations surge through my body, radiating out from my core to the tips of my toes; even my scalp is tingling. I’m a shimmering shooting star flying through the heavens.

He climbs up my body, strokes my sweaty hair back, and gives me a kiss. I smile against his lips. I’m limp, melting into the mattress. I vaguely think I should invite him to fuck me now, but I can’t speak, can’t move. He doesn’t seem to mind. He lies on his side next to me and runs his hand over me, stroking me from shoulder to wrist, down my side, my hip. Even this feels good, warm sensations radiating everywhere he touches.

Finally, I find my voice. “I want to do more, but I can’t seem to move.”

“Shh, just let me touch you.”

So I do. I lie there warm and relaxed while he runs his hands over me, until he finally pulls me into his arms and just holds me. I snuggle into his heat, safe and content and satisfied. The truth slams into me—

I am in love.

Fuck. No. This is supposed to be our one night in Paris, our bubble, our memory. Tears sting my eyes. Dammit.

I grab his head and kiss him hard, thrusting my tongue in his mouth, desperate to get back to passion and raw need. He’s right there with me, his mouth demanding, and then he rolls on top of me, fitting himself between my legs. He stills suddenly and turns to the nightstand. He’s left a condom there. I didn’t even see him do that.

He rolls it on and then settles between my legs, his big hand cradling my face, gazing into my eyes.

Emotion clogs my throat, and I swallow hard.

“You okay?” he asks.

I grab his ass and pull him close. “Yes, fuck me.”

He thrusts hard, taking me to the hilt, his mouth sealing over mine, swallowing my soft cry. He’s so much bigger than me. He’s stretching me, thick and hard, bringing a deep ache. He shifts to whisper in my ear, “You’re so tight. So good.”

I try to relax under him. And then he kisses me tenderly as he pumps into me, slow and sure, and I do relax again. The pleasure builds slowly.

He gazes down at me with a look of such tenderness I’m momentarily breathless. No man has ever looked at me like this when we’re fucking. Because it’s not fucking, he’s making love to me.

I rake my nails down his back and bite his neck. His reaction is swift and sure, his hand sliding under my hip, lifting me for deeper penetration as he pounds into me, his breath harsh by my ear.

“Come with me,” he rasps.

“Yes,” I gasp out. I’m close, and he’s relentless, pushing me closer and closer to the edge. My body clenches around him, my breathing ragged.

He holds my jaw, our gazes lock, our breaths merge as our bodies merge. His voice is deep and commanding. “Now.”

I break, the orgasm ripping through me. He lets go, thrusting through my release, bringing more and more pleasure, wave after wave, until we’re both spent. He gives me his weight, a delicious feeling. I try to memorize everything about this moment. The musky scent of sex, our heated skin pressed together, the pounding of my heart, the euphoric high.

It is a perfect moment.

He eases his weight off, holding himself over me as he cradles my jaw and kisses me. “Rest now. I’ve got plans for you.”

I’m too sated to move, the words form slowly in my dreamy state. “Should I be concerned?”

His eyes are warm on mine. “Only if multiple orgasms concern you.”

I smile what I’m sure is a goofy wide smile. “I think I lo—” I clamp my mouth shut.

He stills. I stare at his chin, unable to meet his eyes, desperately wishing I could take it back.

He rolls off me and out of bed.

I scrunch my eyes shut tight, berating myself for blurting what is probably just emotional stuff coming up because I haven’t been with anyone since my ex. I scared him off. Nice going, Ruby. You and your bubble. Oh, sure, we’ll be casual, only a happy memory.

The music shuts off abruptly. The silence stark. Party’s over. I thought we’d stay the night, but I ruined it. Now it’s one and done.

I sit up, thinking I should get dressed. Obviously I suck at this casual thing. But wait—

Phillip is coming back to me. He’s naked, gloriously proudly naked, carrying the champagne and chocolate, two fluted glasses dangling between the fingers of one hand.

My eyes water, and I press my lips tightly together. He’s not leaving. I didn’t ruin everything.

He sets everything on the nightstand. Then he drags the covers onto the bottom of the bed, nudges me flat on my back, and pulls them over me too. He joins me without a word.

I remain lying on my back, mouth clamped shut, unsure what to say, if anything. Should I pretend I didn’t almost blurt out the L word?

He’s on his back next to me and shifts to his side, facing me. “Ruby.”

“Hmm?”

“Finish your sentence.”

I gulp and stare at the ceiling. “What sentence?”

His warm hand slides to my stomach. “You know which sentence.”

I consider my options—denial, compliance—and the potential consequences. My tender heart needs protection. I’m such an idiot for thinking I could do casual. Now my heart’s swinging in the wind. “Why?”

“I want to hear it.”

I can’t go there. It’s too risky. “It was just a reaction in the moment. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

His hand slides up my ribs. “Just the orgasm speaking?”

I laugh a little. “Yeah.”

“I see.” He pulls me into his arms, chest to chest, and tucks my head under his chin, cupping my head with one hand. He lets out a breath and murmurs, “I hope it will speak again because…I think I do too.”

I can’t breathe. He’s in love with me too. My heart races. How did we get here so fast? And what am I supposed to do with this incredible gift?


Chapter Ten


Phillip

I lie in the dark, holding Ruby, who fits in my arms perfectly, my mind turning over next steps. I can’t help but think—despite the terrible timing, despite both our baggage—that this is a good thing. She has strong feelings for me, and I’ve been trying to deny mine, but it’s no use. I already thought we were compatible, but now that we’ve finally crossed the line, I know we are, in every important way. She was made for me, my soul mate. She doesn’t care about my title, my wealth, my stupid royal hottie moniker. She sees the real me. Unlike my previous girlfriends, she doesn’t have a vain, shallow bone in her body. She’s warm, honest, open, a bright bundle of energy that I want to keep close. The moment I stopped looking for her, she came into my life.

I breathe her in, the soft floral scent of her shampoo and something sweet that’s distinctly Ruby. She rolls to her other side with a soft sigh. She’s sleeping. I spoon her from behind, turned on by the contact but also sleepy. My mind drifts and I close my eyes.

I must’ve fallen asleep. I wake with one hand on her breast and the other between her legs. She’s hot and wet.

“Are you awake?” I ask, mildly alarmed I was messing with her while she slept.

She whispers over her shoulder, “Yeah. I put your hands where I needed them, hoping you’d wake up and get the hint.”

I smile. Get the hint. She is definitely made for me—playful, sexy, and fun. “Hang on.” I grab another condom from where I stashed them earlier, roll it on, and spoon her again, except this time I thrust inside her. I hear her sharp intake of breath. She’s petite, tight, and in this position, even tighter. She feels fucking amazing. I open her leg wide and pull it back to rest over mine; then I slide my hand right back where she wanted it, stroking her rapidly. She arches back into me as if to escape my fingers, but I’ve got her caught, pushing her hard to the edge as I slowly pump into her. I loved making her break earlier, a complete shuddering surrender that made my inner caveman roar in triumph. I didn’t know I needed that until she gave it to me.

She reaches back, her nails digging into my shoulders, her back arched, soft cries escaping that make me thicker and harder. I force myself to pump slow, wanting to prolong it for her.

“Phillip!”

I soften my touch and she goes limp, her nails releasing their hold, her back relaxing against me. Her response to my touch is intense. It consumes her just as it does me.

I kiss along her neck, the satin skin hot to the touch. She angles her head to give me better access. I slide my hand up her flat stomach to her soft breast, cupping it, and then shift, clamping my fingers on her nipple. She jolts, and I release her nipple, sliding my hand back to pleasure central as I thrust steadily inside her, slow and deep. Then I keep my hand still, cupping her between the legs as I let the feeling build inside me. She feels incredible, tight and hot, and it takes every ounce of willpower to hold back.

She arches back into me over and over, taking me deeper, her breath coming in short pants. Then she grabs my hand and makes my fingers stroke her.

I thrust deep, holding her tight to me, and give her neck a nip. “Tell me what you want.”

“Your fingers,” she gasps out. “I swear you know when I’m close and you’re toying with me!”

I strum her lightly with my thumb, and her breath shudders out. “You’re so much fun to play with I can’t help but toy with you.”

She growls in frustration, and I give her a little more. She whimpers, and I give her even more, my touch firmer, my thrusts faster. She arches back against me, her hand reaching back and gripping my hair.

“You’ll come when I let you,” I whisper in her ear. She shivers, and I clamp her still, cupping her between the legs firmly, my cock buried deep inside. She moans softly and relaxes into me, a surrender. A vision of tying her up flashes through my mind, and I surge deep, thrusting over and over. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Hang on. I need her with me.

I stroke her softly, allowing myself another deep thrust. Her moans turn to a keening sound that fills my ears like a roar. Her body clamps down around me, and I give her what she needs, sending her over the edge. She breaks on a harsh cry, her body shuddering around me. I pump hard and deep, racing toward my own release, her soft cries spurring me on, and then I let go, the climax slamming hard in a rush of pleasure. I hold her tight to me, my body racked with it, still pumping, the sensation incredible. Finally I still, holding her in my arms.

We’re both breathing hard, our bodies slick with sweat. She goes limp. That means I did my job right.

I stroke her hair back from her face and smooth it over her shoulder.

She hums a happy sound. “Phillip?”

I stroke her hair again, loving the silky feel of it. “What is it? Let me guess, you want to thank me for a thoroughly satisfying fuck.”

She turns to look at me over her shoulder, her eyes heavy-lidded. “I am so getting you back.” She flops onto the mattress on her stomach.

I grin and caress the sweet curve of her bottom. “I look forward to it.”

No response. I think I wore her out again.

*     *     *

Ruby

Is it wrong that I invited Phillip into the bath and then teased him mercilessly, rubbing against him, stroking him, and then asking him to wash me before retreating to the other side of the tub? That is called payback, people, and no one deserved it more than him. He gets off on holding me hostage, milliseconds from orgasm, and then pulling me back to square one. So I’ve kept him at square one for nearly an hour now, and I am loving it. Hmm, maybe I get off on it too. Could we be better matched? A twinge of sadness pierces my happy bubble. I’m heading home soon, and he’s going on a global tour for who knows how long? A year or more. We’re so different, it doesn’t make sense why we fit so well together.

“C’mere, Ruby,” he croons from across the tub. “This champagne has your name on it.”

I don’t move because I suspect he’s about to let loose his own form of payback. This is my party. His big hand clamps around my ankle and gives me a tug. Not hard enough to pull me under, just enough to nudge me. I ignore the hint and redo my hair in its messy updo with the hair band I found in my purse. His hand slides up my calf to my knee, pushing my leg open. A definite forward move in the sensual torture game.

“You’re sneaky,” I tell him, rapidly finishing my hair.

He grips my thigh and glides me through the water to him, bringing the champagne glass to my lips. I take a sip, and he takes a sip from it too, his aquamarine eyes intent on mine. I could drown in those eyes. All of me warms from throat to chest to belly just from one look.

I break eye contact and peer around him. “Where’s the chocolate? We should have that with the champagne.” It’s the wee hours of the morning, around four a.m. last I checked. Chocolate sounds like a great early breakfast and I’m hungry.

He doesn’t reply; instead he gives me more champagne, tipping the glass up for me to take a healthy swallow. I don’t mind. It’s delicious, better than any champagne I’ve ever had. He finishes the rest and sets the glass back on the tub’s ledge.

He cradles my face with both hands. “I’m going to tell you something, and I don’t want you to be mad.”

I blink. Normally I’d tense for bad news, but it’s impossible after soaking in this relaxing bath, getting multiple orgasms wrung out of me, and drinking champagne on an empty stomach. “What is it?”

A smile plays over his lips. “That wasn’t a box of chocolate I had delivered. It was a box of condoms.”

I splash him. “Phillip! I was looking forward to that chocolate!”

He laughs and wipes the water from his eyes. “You want me to order some chocolate?”

“God, no. They’d think we need more condoms.”

“I’ll be clear what we really want.”

I flush, imagining that conversation. No, not condoms this time, we’re still putting those to good use, thanks. Yes, I want candy in the box. “No, thanks.”

“Okay.”

I put my hands to my overheated cheeks. “I’m so embarrassed.”

“You wanted me so badly. What was I supposed to do? Deny you your baser urges while I took a trip to the pharmacy?” He cups his hands over his mouth and announces, “Hallo, everyone! Prince Phillip Rourke is in need of a box of condoms!”

I laugh.

He grins. “I had to be discreet.”

“Why didn’t you tell me what it was?”

He cups the back of my neck and pulls me in for a quick kiss. “Because you were already jumpy about the guards being nearby, and I didn’t want you even more jumpy knowing I asked the concierge to hide a dozen condoms in a chocolatier box. Yet another reason it’s good you don’t understand French. I can surprise you with thoughtful condom gifts.”

“That was thoughtful.” I beam at him. I can’t help it. His consideration of my feelings is beyond what I thought any man was capable of. “Wait, you wouldn’t use my ignorance of French against me, would you?”

He puts a hand to his heart. “You wound me. Now thank me for the condoms.”

I climb into his lap and wrap my arms and legs around him. “Thank you.”

He pushes my hair back behind my ear and cradles my jaw. “When you’re with me, you have to get used to being in the public eye. And doing some things a little differently.”

“Like order condoms disguised as chocolate.”

He kisses me and smiles against my mouth. “Exactly.”

And then I kiss him passionately, with everything I’m feeling for this wonderful man. There’s only hunger and a need that grows more intense with every joining. I need this. I need him.

*     *     *

Hours later, I step out of the shower and wrap myself in a plush white towel. Phillip is still in the shower, his palms flat against the tile wall, his head hanging low as he catches his breath. I’m pretty pleased with my work there. This is a fun game. After our bath, we went back to the bed, made love, slept, made love again, and then hours later made it to the shower. I just gave him a blowjob he won’t soon recover from. It was only fair after he asked me so politely to please allow him to tie me to the bedposts and then claimed control of my orgasms. I swear I blacked out after the fifth one.

I grab another towel and snap his ass with it. He straightens and narrows his eyes at me.

“Move it, Rourke. We need to get dressed so we can get something to eat.”

He grabs the towel, wraps it around his waist, and steps into my personal space. “You are high on power.”

I grin. “I am. You have only yourself to blame. You taught me the game.”

He wraps my hair around his fist and gives a tug, tilting my face up for his kiss. “I fucking love it.” Only it sounds like I love you. Fierce, intense, heartfelt.

I stare at him, searching his features, my heartbeat pounding in my ears. Neither of us has actually said it full out. It terrifies and elates me at the same time.

He gazes down at me steadily. “Come with me on the Global Sun Water tour.”

I swallow down the lump of emotion. “Phillip, I know we’ve had a wonderful night together, but we agreed on a limit.”

“It’s only five weeks.”

“I need to get home.”

He drops his grip on my hair, and I step out of the steamy bathroom, searching for my clothes, which I haven’t worn since we stepped into this oasis of a hotel room.

He watches me for a moment and then turns from me, gathering his clothes. We dress in silence.

Back to reality.

He orders us lunch from room service. It’s awkward now. I wring my hands together, hating that it’s gotten to this point after all the fun and, yes, real affection between us.

“I’m going to check in with the guards,” he says and leaves.

I wander to the window, not really seeing anything, suddenly exhausted. I slept only in short intervals last night. Somehow I know a long night’s sleep won’t be enough to ease the heaviness in my limbs. I have to go home. I have a chance at a real career waiting for me there. My baby sister will be here soon. My career and family are important to me. And I don’t kid myself that five weeks more with Phillip will be easy to walk away from. I’m falling for him and I’ll only get in deeper. That doesn’t mean I’ll get commitment back from him either. All I’ll get is hurt. And I’m not ready to go to that dark place again.

I did the right thing turning him down. My gut knots, and I take a deep shuddering breath. No matter how shitty it feels right now, the answer has to be no.

Phillip returns a few minutes later. He takes my hand and guides me to the sofa, sitting next to me. “Hear me out. I’m only asking for five weeks of your time. Go with me just for the tour with Global Sun Water. All expenses paid. No strings. Then you can go back home and I’ll start my work for the UN.”

I close my eyes for a moment, torn by the earnest sincerity in his voice. It’s so much easier to say no when I’m not looking at him. I remind myself there’s no way that we could extend our time together without a lot more risk to both of our hearts. It’ll only prolong the inevitable breakup. I hazard a glance at him. His eyes are intent on mine, his expression hopeful.

I blow out a breath. “Phillip, my career is just starting to get back on track. I’ve got sixteen of Anna’s friends who want me to do a consultation at their homes for them. It will be the first time I’ve ever been an entrepreneur, and I could be a success at it. After the low point I hit, it would mean so much to prove myself. And you know I’ve got a baby sister on the way. I want to be part of her life, a big part. I need to go home.” I leave out the part about the inevitable heartbreak. My heart is already breaking just knowing this is our goodbye.

“Your new clients can wait five weeks, and your sister won’t be here for four more months. We could have more of this incredible experience together. You enjoyed yourself, right?”

Maybe I misread his intentions. Here I am wallowing in deep emotions while he sees it as an extended Paris for us, casual and fun. I wish I could just enjoy the moment like he does. Even so, letting myself enjoy the moment, agreeing to five more weeks, will change me. I’ll fall one hundred percent. It will be impossible to protect my heart. The risk is too great. I can’t see how this would work between us long-term with our very different lives, assuming he actually wants a committed relationship. Not at all a sure thing.

“Phillip—”

“Just answer the question.” He cups my jaw, his finger stroking the sensitive spot under my ear, drawing a shiver. “Did you enjoy yourself?”

“Yes,” I breathe. I can’t resist his touch, can’t help but melt.

He flashes a smile. “So let’s keep it going. Why turn away from a good thing?”

I swallow hard, forcing myself to ask, “You mean this would be our Global Sun Water bubble?” I need to know where he stands—casual fun or something more.

He leans close, looking deep into my eyes. “No more bubble. This is you and me. I know the timing is bad with us both heading in different directions. I know you have a life back home. But, Ruby, I have feelings, deep feelings, and, if you do too, I think we should give it a chance. Just a little more time.”

My heart thunders in my chest, scared yet hopeful. I’m not alone in the deep waters. Maybe, just maybe, it’s a risk worth taking. “And then what?”

He carefully tucks a lock of hair behind my ear, the gentle gesture undoing me. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Let’s just enjoy the moment. Can you do that?”

I bite my lip, my eyes stinging with unshed tears. I so want to enjoy the moment because it means I can have him. “I need some time.” I stand. “I’m going to take a walk. Clear my head.”

“But lunch is on its way.”

“I’ll grab something when I’m out.”

He pulls out his wallet and hands me some bills. “I’ll be here. Take as long as you need. Call me if you get lost.”

I take the cash. I still only have US bills. “Thanks.”

I grab my coat and purse and rush out the door. The guards nod at me, but otherwise don’t seem surprised by my sudden departure. I don’t know if they were listening or if all of Phillip’s women take off after their night together. Stop that. He cares for you.

I need food first to think clearly. I stop at a small patisserie and get myself a chocolate croissant and coffee. It’s exactly what I need, the croissant buttery and sweet, the caffeine waking me up.

I take a look around and head toward a park in the distance. Once there, I walk every path there is and then reverse it, until finally I stop and take a seat on a bench. If I go home—back to my family and building my business—it means I leave Phillip behind forever. My throat tightens. I’m already in deep enough to know that will be hard. I’ll catch glimpses of him in the news as he does his charitable work, lending his name and warm personal touch to a great cause. Paris and our time on Villroy will be a precious bittersweet memory. But if I travel with him for five weeks on the Global Sun Water tour, building more memories with him, it ultimately ends in the same place, me going home without him.

Either way, I have Phillip as a precious bittersweet memory.

Either way, I end up alone.

Either way, I love him.

I do. It’s too late to protect my heart. The only question is, would anything change in those five weeks that could possibly mean I don’t end up alone? Is it, as Phillip said, worth the risk to give us a chance? Is there some way we could have a future together?

He’s going to be the freaking UN Ambassador for Clean Water, traveling wherever they need him. I have a life in Tampa. He’d be wasted there. He belongs on the world stage, and I would just be background, an appendage to his work. I want something for myself. Where is the common ground?

It’s just five weeks, a voice in my head whispers. Take what happiness you can.

I slowly get to my feet. I want to be happy.

I want Phillip.

That’s all that matters. What we have is special. I will enjoy the moment because moments are all we have. Nothing in life is a sure thing, and love is worth the risk.

I turn and walk briskly back to the hotel, my heart racing, cheeks flushed, a lightness to my step. I realize suddenly I’m smiling. I hurry through the lobby, back to our suite, and knock on the door. “It’s Ruby.” I don’t have the key.

Rafe’s voice barks behind me, “Ruby for you, sir.”

Guard confirmation, check. The door opens and Phillip’s gaze searches my face.

I step inside, the door shutting behind me. I throw my arms up, a beaming smile on my face. “Yes!”

“Ruby.” That one word is filled with so much—warmth, gratitude, happiness. He pulls me into his arms, and I melt against him, wrapping my arms around his waist and settling my cheek on his chest, a deep sense of contentment filling me. This is our moment and it is perfect. I have no doubt that he cares for me as much as I do him. I won’t think of the future. I have to enjoy the now.

He kisses the top of my head. “I have a good feeling about this. Thank you.”

I look up at him and work to keep it light. “Don’t thank me. You’ll probably get sick of me.” We’ll probably wreck each other. I ruthlessly push that fear down. Here and now is all that matters. I can’t believe I’m doing this. It’s like the adrenaline rush as the roller-coaster car lurches bit by bit up the towering hill, knowing there’s a plunge ahead. I’m plunging, baby!

“I could never get sick of you.” He hugs me tight and my entire body relaxes. How can I be scared when I feel so right in his arms?

He straightens. “There will be a lot of press. I won’t deny it will help me reputation-wise to be seen with you for a steady five weeks after all that royal hottie business. Would you mind if we let people believe we have a committed relationship?”

I nod, already liking where this is going. “I’m happy to restore your rep. What would I have to do? Pretend we’re engaged or something?”

“No. You don’t have to lie. Just look at me adoringly, as you do.” He winks, and I laugh a little. Do I do that? I should be embarrassed, but I enjoy him too much to pretend otherwise. “The press and gossips will put together their own version of events. It’ll look good that you and I are seen together doing great work for the entirety of my five-week tour.”

“Wow. Me on a global tour. Pretty cool.”

He grimaces. “It’s not a vacation kind of trip. Some of the places are rough, but the people are wonderful.”

“Where are we going?”

“Africa, Southwest Asia, the Middle East, and India.”

Whoa. “Did you know that my trip to Villroy was the first time I ever left the US?”

“No. How do you like travelling with me so far?”

“I love it.”

He smiles, his eyes so warm on mine I can feel the love. All of me lights up, inside and out, my heart filled to bursting. I slowly lean in and kiss him. Another perfect moment. I’ll collect them like pearls on a necklace and treasure them for the beautiful gift they are. Moment by moment, pearl by pearl, no one can take that away from me.


Chapter Eleven


Phillip

We return to the palace on Saturday in time to join Anna, Gabriel, and her guests for dinner in the formal dining room. We were delayed in Paris because I needed to get Ruby to a doctor for a yellow fever vaccination and health clearance. I’m hoping when Ruby sees the important work I’m doing with Global Sun Water, she’ll join the cause and accompany me on the next journey working for the UN on behalf of clean water. It will become our mutual calling. I know she wants to “prove herself” in her career, but there’s just no comparison between decorating and bringing clean water to people who desperately need it. My work is more important, and it can be her work too. We’ll fit in visits to family. She’ll want for nothing. I exhale sharply. I’m getting ahead of myself because—

I love her.

I know it, and I’m sure she knows it too. I’m done fighting it, done worrying about the risks. It’s simply a fact. Somehow my inability to commit doesn’t factor with her. She fits so easily, so naturally with me. I’m truly happy for the first time in a long while. I’m all in, and I’ll do my best to get her on board. Anna will simply have to get used to it. Honestly, once we left Villroy, I was too caught up in Ruby to give Anna’s warning to keep my hands off Ruby any thought at all. It doesn’t matter. I love Ruby and I would never hurt her.

I guide her to a chair near where Anna will be sitting at the head of the table with Gabriel, and pull it out for her. Anna and Gabriel will arrive shortly. Anna’s friends are filtering in, talking excitedly.

Ruby looks up at me adoringly. I don’t need the words when it’s written all over her beautiful face. She loves me.

“Thank you,” she says, taking the offered seat. “Prince training school must include primo lessons on manners.”

I laugh and take the seat next to her. “And so much more.”

She leans close and kisses me. “Don’t I know it.”

“Omigod!” a woman screeches. “You two are together? That must’ve been some date!”

It’s the black-haired woman who bid outrageously on me. “Yes, we’re together,” I tell her. “I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.”

“Mindy.”

“Thank you for your bid, Mindy. All of this was for a great cause. I know Anna is pleased.”

She nods and turns to Ruby. “Did he really take you to Paris?”

Ruby smiles tightly. “Yes. Dinner in Paris. And Phillip played tour guide.”

“Wow. The other princes stayed local. Picnic on the beach, private dinner in the royal dining room, that kind of thing. You got lucky.”

“Yes. Well.” Ruby flushes bright pink and looks to me like help me out here.

I smile at Mindy. “Ruby was here early to lend a hand with the guest suite. We’ve gotten to know each other well on her extended visit. That’s why our date was a little more elaborate than the other auction dates.”

Mindy nods. “Ruby, I’m so looking forward to your consultation. I just bought a house and it’s practically a blank slate. I can’t wait to have you work your magic on it.”

“Absolutely!” Ruby says. “I’m looking forward to it too. I’ll be back in Tampa in early November. About five weeks from now. Is that okay?”

Mindy frowns. “Bummer. I was really hoping to have some furniture before Thanksgiving. I’m hosting this year.”

“I could help you by email, or, if you let me know what you like, maybe we could look over a few ideas before you leave.”

“Not much time. I leave tomorrow.”

“Sorry,” Ruby says. “Please keep me in mind for when I return. I’m really looking forward to working with you.” There’s a hint of desperation in her voice.

“Sure,” Mindy says with a tight smile.

Ruby immediately stands and visits with the other women, probably trying to lock down her new clients. She’s smiling brightly, but I can tell she’s tense. She’s afraid to lose them. If she’s with me, she won’t need to work. I keep that to myself. She wants to prove herself, but there are other more important ways she can do that.

When she returns to her seat, I whisper to her, “Try not to come off as desperate. Better to look confident like you’re already a success.”

She bares her teeth at me and whispers, “I am desperate. I need the work.”

A servant opens the dining room door and announces, “Their Majesties, King Gabriel and Queen Anna.”

We all stand. I bow my head to them both and signal to Anna’s friends, not used to royal protocol, to follow suit. Ruby bows her head and curtsies and the women catch on. Gabriel dressed for dinner in a light gray suit. Anna is in a sleeveless black dress that clings to her curvy body. Now that she’s queen, she’s declared exposed shoulders are fine for royal women, though she’s bowed to the protocol to keep her cleavage covered after the gossips had a field day with a series of pictures of her in her revealing wardrobe. She agreed that wasn’t the focus she wanted on Villroy’s monarchy, even though she thought they were all repressed asses. She’s first and foremost concerned with Villroy’s future.

Gabriel walks at her side, his hand on the small of her back, guiding her toward their seats. As king and with royal bloodlines, his place is at the head of the table, hers adjacent to him.

He waits for her to take her seat before taking his. “Please have a seat,” Gabriel says with a warm smile to the rest of us. “So nice to see you all.”

Wow. Gabriel was never much of a smiler before Anna. It’s great to see.

Anna beams. “Thank you all so much for coming all this way to help me and Gabriel with our passion project. It’s because of you that we’re able to move forward with the next phase, the day spa and natural beauty product line. And you’re all invited back when it’s complete for free spa treatments! I want you to be my very first guests!”

The women cheer and talk all at once.

“Thank you!”

“You’re the best!”

“You rock, Anna!”

“Ha!” Anna says. “Don’t thank me yet. You’re secretly my guinea pigs. I know I can count on your honest opinion on everything. Plus you’re all veterans of the spa experience.”

The women are excited, except Ruby, who looks worried. Maybe she’s still thinking of the potential loss of her new clients.

The servants bring in the first course and the women quiet down.

Anna is next to Ruby and leans past her to look at me. “Phillip, Ruby tells me you’ve been good to her. Keep it up, please.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” I intone.

She laughs. “Okay, you can say it, I misjudged you. I’m happy so long as she’s happy. And, Ruby, I’m so excited you get to go on this tour!” Ruby called ahead to let Anna know about the change in travel plans, and I guess she shared about our relationship too. I have a relationship. It doesn’t hold that charge of horror it used to. Instead it just feels incredibly amazing.

“I’m excited about the tour.” Ruby lowers her voice, and I lean close to listen. “I’m a little worried that when I get home, I won’t have any career to speak of. I’ve been really excited about all the new clients. So far, your friends aren’t too keen on waiting. I understand. They’re excited, and by the time I get back, it’s close to the holidays—Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year. They don’t want their homes to be in upheaval while trying to enjoy the holidays, so it just means a longer wait.”

Anna sends me a pointed look. I’m not sure what she wants me to say, so I just speak from the heart. “You’re worth waiting for, Ruby. They’ll see.”

Ruby rolls her eyes and whispers to me, “It’s not that simple. Americans don’t like to wait. They’re used to instant gratification. They’ll move on.”

“Then you’ll find other work.”

Anna nods. “You’ll land on your feet, Ruby. I’d love to offer you a job, but I’m afraid it’ll be a while before we get to the point where we need interior design again.”

“And I’ll help you find work,” I tell her. “Better work.”

Her brows scrunch together. “What do you mean better work?”

I hesitate. I don’t want to flat out say her work isn’t important, but, in the grand scheme of things, it’s not. I keep my voice low. “No one’s career was ruined by waiting five weeks.”

She opens her mouth and then shuts it. “This isn’t the right place to talk.”

“Agreed.”

She stabs a shrimp in her shrimp cocktail. “But I’m not sure you understand about careers, being a prince.”

Anna widens her eyes and turns to talk to Gabriel. Ruby was a little snippy. I’m not going to fight with her. She’ll see the right path soon enough.

I move on to more pressing matters with Ruby. “Tomorrow we’ll go over the itinerary with the press secretary. He’ll be accompanying us, along with security and my valet. Would you like a maid to attend to you?”

“I’m fine on my own.” Still snippy.

I try for a joking tone. “Is it because your maid has a crush on me and you’re overcome by jealousy?”

She gives me a sideways look and I grin. She shakes her head, smiling. “Big head.”

“I need it for these big shoulders.”

Anna catches my eye and smiles at me. It gives me a boost to know she approves of the match after telling me to keep my distance earlier. Ruby will already have a close friend on the inside, which will make her transition to royal life easier. All I need to do is cement our relationship in these next five weeks. And that begins now.

I shift to whisper in her ear, “You’ll be staying in my suite at the palace starting tonight.”

She whispers back fiercely, “You could occasionally make your requests in the form of a question, Your Highness. Otherwise, you sound demanding, which is irritating to an independent-minded woman like myself. Just FYI.” She never calls me Your Highness, not even from the first moment we met when it would’ve been proper. She must really be pissed about all this potential client business.

“But it’s not a question,” I inform her. “It’s a fact.”

“Would you like to stay in my suite?” she asks.

“No, darling. You’re staying in my suite.”

She studies me. “I can’t tell if you’re being deliberately obtuse or you’re so used to getting what you want that you don’t know any other way to be.”

I dig into my shrimp cocktail. They both sound bad. Also, it was the first thing. I can be very accommodating, but not with her. Not until I cement this thing between us. After we’re a definite thing, I’ll give her anything she wants as long as she’s by my side.

She leans close. “I’ll generously say you’re being obtuse on purpose because you want me that bad. Mostly because it makes me feel good to think it. If you turn out to be a demanding a-hole, well, that’s not gonna fly with me.”

I shake my head. “Once again you wound me, Ruby. Now thank me for the kind invitation.”

Her head whips toward me. I force a straight face, and she cracks up. She can’t stay mad at me because she loves me.

“You offer so many things to give thanks for,” she says with a smile.

“I’m very princely that way.”

She leans against my side for a moment, pressing her shoulder against my arm before straightening and taking a drink of wine.

“I got us another box of chocolates.”

She chokes on her wine, and I pat her back. She knows what I really mean.

“Five, actually,” I add. “It’s a long trip.”

“Okay over there?” Anna asks us.

I nod. “She’s fine. Just went down the wrong pipe.”

Ruby holds up a finger while she coughs. Finally she calms down, wipes her eyes, and tells Anna, “Your brother-in-law has a wicked sense of humor.”

“Does he, now?” Anna asks, resting her chin on her hand. “What’s so funny?”

Ruby turns to me. I keep my mouth shut. I’m not sharing that.

“Ooh, it’s dirty,” Anna says, turning to Gabriel. “They’ve got dirty jokes.”

“Parlor,” Gabriel says sternly.

I’m not sure what that means. He wants her to join him in the parlor? A hint at parlor manners?

Anna reaches under the table, and Gabriel jumps. “You okay, honey?” she asks. “Did a gator sneak up on you?”

Ruby laughs. “We have a lot of alligators in Florida. Always have to be careful not to leave small dogs out in the yard or the gator will sneak up and eat ’em.”

Gabriel glowers at Anna. She smiles back sweetly.

She’s perfect for him. Just like Ruby is perfect for me. All I have to do is make it clear that our lives can work toward a greater calling together.

*     *     *

Ruby

Our first stop is Tanzania. We’re fortunate to take the private jet, so the travel part is not a slog at all. First we meet up with the Global Sun Water people, who are from England. Their NGO started from a university’s engineering department. Phillip greets them warmly and introduces me as his “girlfriend and supporter of the cause.” I’m immediately welcomed in. They need all hands on deck. We’ll be visiting villages where solar water pumps were previously installed to check on them and perform repairs where needed, along with villages getting a pump for the first time. They explain that they’ve trained locals on maintenance, but it’s not always easy to get parts delivered. Many parts are stolen before they reach their destination.

Before the trip to the village, I go with Phillip to meet the president of Tanzania and some important people in his administration. We have a formal lunch and Phillip appears to be in his element. I do my best to blend and take his lead on manners and proper greetings. But it’s not until we reach the first village after a long journey in a Jeep through dusty hot savannahs that I see Phillip step out from behind the prince persona. It’s a revelation.

Children race toward our Jeep as we approach the village, and Phillip smiles and waves at them. We park and the guards, Henry and Rafe, exit first, urging the children back. The adults in the village hang back watching us. There’s a large open shelter and several homes with no doors or windows, just a roof overhead. In the distance, the sun shines off the solar panels powering the water pump.

Phillip steps out of the Jeep, helps me out, and then urges Rafe back in a low command before greeting the children. “Hello! How’s everyone doing?” He reaches out both hands and the children rush to high-five him. He’s done this before, probably taught them the high five too. “This pretty lady is Ruby. Say hi, Ruby!”

“Hi, Ruby!” the children chorus.

“Hi, everyone.” I smile and wave. I’m already drenched in sweat, even wearing a linen dress, hat, and sandals. Phillip is sweating too in his linen shirt and pants.

Phillip smiles at me and then looks toward a small figure in the shade of the shelter’s porch. “David!” He turns to me. “Come meet David.” He strides over to the shelter, where a young boy in a wheelchair waits. The boy smiles shyly. He’s probably five or six. His legs end at the knees.

Phillip drops to his haunches so they’re eye to eye. “So good to see you again, David. I brought my friend Ruby.”

David smiles at me and turns to Phillip. “I can read a chapter. I’ve been practicing.”

“Well, let’s hear it. Have you got the tablet with you?”

David nods and points behind him.

Phillip stands and checks the pouch on the back of the wheelchair, pulling a digital tablet out. He hands it over to David and drops to one knee to listen, his head bowed toward the ground.

David presses a few buttons and begins to read about a mischievous puppy. It’s painfully slow and he stops a few times in the beginning, stuttering over a tough word. Phillip lifts his head once David sounds confident, listening in rapt attention, occasionally nodding to encourage him.

Finally David finishes and puts the tablet down on his lap.

“Brilliant!” Phillip exclaims. “Very impressive. I wasn’t reading that well until I was six and you’re only five.”

David beams.

“Keep at it,” Phillip says. “Remember what we talked about. Education means opportunity, and what does opportunity mean?”

“A good job,” David says.

“That’s right. You want to see the pump’s guts? We’re going to tinker with it.”

“Yeah!” David exclaims.

Phillip tucks the tablet back in the pouch and pushes him toward the pump, inclining his head for me to join them. More kids gather round to watch, only now they’re carrying their own tablets and telling Phillip what they’re learning with them.

I hang back, watching as Phillip talks to the kids and some of the adults who are helping with maintenance on the pump. He makes each kid feel special. My ovaries are bursting. He remembers a lot of their names, and he subtly keeps them out of the way of the workers. The press secretary snaps some pictures and urges me to get closer to Phillip.

I work my way through the crowd of admirers. Phillip turns to me. “Check out what Emmanuel’s been doing online. He’s already up to algebra. And he’s ten!”

“Wow, that’s great! So you’re all learning online? Or do you go to school?”

“It’s both,” a woman says. “Hi, I’m Irene. I run the school, and now with the computers and tablets His Highness, Prince Phillip, has provided, we can go further, learning more online.”

“That’s wonderful.” I turn to Phillip, and he smiles modestly. He never mentioned he was doing a technology-in-schools program.

“It is,” Irene says enthusiastically. “And now the girls are in school as well.”

My eyes widen. “They weren’t before?”

She lowers her voice. “They were needed to fetch the water.” She gestures toward the pump. “Now the machine does it, so they can go to school.”

“I’m so glad to hear it,” I say, though I’m a little stunned. It hadn’t occurred to me girls couldn’t attend school because they had to get water for their village. It’s sexist and unfair, which angers me as a woman. At the same time, it’s basic survival, which I have never had to contend with in my life. Probably everyone in the village has a specific role so they can all survive. My whole life I’ve taken for granted food, water, and shelter, even school. My world just shifted, my eyes open for the first time to the realities of a very different kind of life.

We leave an hour later, heading to another village. This next one will be getting a solar water pump for the first time.

I take my seat in the back of the Jeep with Phillip. He’s waving bye to the kids, who are running alongside the car for a bit. Finally we’re too far and the kids hang back.

“I didn’t know the water was connected to education for girls,” I tell him. “That blew my mind.”

He nods. “It’s one of the best benefits, beyond the basic need for water. Normally the villagers depend on the girls to walk every day to fetch water from far-off sources and carry it back in large heavy jugs. It takes several trips of backbreaking hard labor to get the needed water, which means they have no time for school. One of the other crucial benefits is the dramatic drop in waterborne diseases.”

“And the educational technology part, was that your idea?”

He takes my hand. “It was a natural fit once I realized how water and education connected.”

“And who funds that?”

“Me, at first, but I’ve managed to connect a few foundation grants with Global Sun Water’s efforts.”

“I’m sorry I said you had a big head before.”

He smiles at me. “Maybe I do.”

“What you have is a big heart.” I put my hand over his heart. “You’re amazing.”

“Oh, well, now I really am going to get a big head.”

“Don’t joke. I’m being serious. This work you’re doing is incredible, and your part in it is so impressive. I’m in awe.”

He shakes his head. “Don’t be. I’m mostly just a facilitator. But you see now why I feel so strongly about this work. It’s become like a calling for me.”

“Yes, I can see that.”

“Good.”

“Do you stay in a tent, or with one of the villagers as a guest in their home?”

He flashes a bright smile that lights up his face. “Is that what you thought? And you were still willing to spend five weeks with me, roughing it? Wow. And no. We stay in the closest city in a hotel. We’re a visitor to their world. I don’t want to impose on their resources. They’ll feel obligated to offer food, which could mean some would go hungry.”

I’m secretly glad we’re going to be in a hotel and feel terribly guilty at the same time, knowing how far removed it is from their survivalist existence.

“Plus I need the security of a hotel with the guards,” he says. “There are some who would put a ransom on me.”

“Then I’m glad about the hotel.”

He gives me a knowing look. “Changes your perspective, doesn’t it? Makes you appreciate things more.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“I’m glad you’re here, Ruby.”

“Me too.”

He lifts my hand and kisses the knuckles, his eyes intent on mine. I’m enthralled, feeling closer to him than ever before. Being so far from everything I know and having the welcome familiarity of Phillip by my side creates a deep intimacy. I don’t know how I’m going to say goodbye to him. I’m not sure I can.


Chapter Twelve


Ruby

Four weeks on the road with Phillip has been a whirlwind of people and places. It’s been eye-opening in more ways than one—seeing poverty up close at a level I previously didn’t know existed, the resilience and surprising joy of the people we’ve met, the contrast in the disparity of wealth between the leaders of a country and their people. In each country, we’ve visited with heads of state, diplomats, and government leaders and been welcomed with fancy formal dinners and elaborate teas. We’ve also been welcomed in far-flung villages, slums, and rural farmland. Phillip surprised me with the ease he handles the different environments. What it’s shown me is the kind of man he is deep down, a warm charismatic man who loves people, all people, no matter their station in life.

He remains affectionate, attentive, and considerate of me, making sure I’m comfortable wherever we land. No matter where we are during the day, at night we return to the best hotel in town. I’m not complaining. We’ve had many sexy nights together. I’ve even gotten used to sleeping with him. He’s a spooner. I want to tell him I love him, but I can’t seem to get the words out. He hasn’t said it either. I can feel it, though. The love between us grows stronger every day.

In six days, we return to Villroy and I fly home the next day from there. That’s the end for us, unless we attempt a long-distance relationship. I fear a year or more of distance would make us more miserable than a clean break. I’m not sure what to do. We have to have The Talk soon.

Now we’re on our way back to the hotel in New Delhi, India, accompanied by Henry and Rafe, our constant security shadows. I still feel awkward talking freely to Phillip with two burly men sitting nearby, one in the backseat of the Mercedes with us, the other in the front seat. It’s easier to forget about them when they’re out of sight.

Phillip holds up his phone to me, showing me a picture of the two of us at last night’s charity dinner on Global Sun Water’s behalf. It was a black-tie event, and my elegant silk gown was provided by Phillip. He had me measured before we left Villroy, and the appropriate clothes for our itinerary were forwarded to our hotel at the first opportunity. He’s a little like the fairy godfather to my Cinderella, not that I’d tell him that. Ha-ha. I don’t think he’d like the comparison to a sparkly fairy.

“They love us together,” he says. “They’re calling us a power couple.”

My stomach rolls. I’m not famous, rich, or powerful. That’s all Phillip. My parents are beside themselves seeing me in the press with Phillip. I’ve kept in touch. They’re proud of the charitable work I’m involved with and, at the same time, worried about my safety. The security guards only make them imagine terrible scenarios where they’ll be needed. I’ve assured them I’ve never felt unsafe. My mom is dying to meet Phillip. She and I were both his fangirl followers when he was more fantasy man than reality. It’s different, though, when you’re the one caught up in the whirlwind of Phillip’s life. I can’t help but feel like an appendage to him, lost in his big shadow, and this power couple moniker doesn’t sit well. It’s a little too close to Phillip and Lana being dubbed the golden couple, part of the reason he was so into the relationship. I don’t want or need others to comment on our relationship. He relishes it.

I turn to him. “I’m not really part of the power, but I’m glad you’ve gotten good press.”

“Good? It’s been fantastic! I may never be called the royal hottie again. Ruby, this is huge. And you are part of the power. They’re calling us the power couple because our humanitarian efforts get results. I’m thrilled. It’s pointing the spotlight where it’s needed most.” He squeezes my thigh. “We’re a great team.”

“I don’t know how much credit I can take. I feel like I’ve just been along for the ride. This is your show.”

He takes my hand, lifts it and brushes a kiss across my knuckles. His aquamarine eyes are warm and tender on mine. I melt like always. “It’s ours. Together.”

My throat tightens, and I press my lips together. “We need to talk.”

A look of alarm crosses his face before he covers with a neutral expression. “When we get back to the room.”

I nod and look out the window at the passing scenery. Downtown New Delhi, like many of the cities we’ve visited, is hot, fragrant, and crowded. We pass high-rise buildings and street-level shops, along with traffic, but the traffic here isn’t just cars, it’s pedicabs, taxis, bicycles, and pedestrians all crammed together on narrow streets. A man pushing a cart veers in front of our car, crossing the street. The slow pace gives me plenty of time to think on what the next step should be with Phillip. We’ve gotten close in a way we might not have been if we hadn’t been traveling through so many foreign lands. He was the most familiar person to me when I often felt overwhelmed, either by the pomp and circumstance of high-level meetings or the abject poverty that tore at my heart. Through it all was Phillip, always warm and smiling, a steady familiar presence.

We’re nearly at the hotel when he says excitedly, “I just got an email from the UN. They’ve seen all the good press around us and think together we can do a lot to draw attention to the cause.” His eyes are intent on mine. “Together, Ruby.”

I see his future with clarity in that moment and it is not my future. Traveling like this as a full-time job around the world, speaking at the UN and other foreign diplomatic meetings, giving interviews, drawing people together. That’s what he’s good at. And I would just be part of the background, not contributing in any way besides photo opportunities. I want to go home. I want to meet my baby sister, run my own business, be back in the country I love.

I blink back tears and look away. I can’t break down here, can’t have a heartfelt talk either, telling him goodbye. I have to hang on until we get to the privacy of our hotel room.

He cups my jaw, turning me toward him. “It’s our shared press that’s gotten me to this level. Ruby, come with me. This is our shared honor.”

“I’m just background.” My voice cracks.

He drops his hand and scowls. “You’re much more than that.”

I’m quiet. I don’t want to disappoint him, but this is not my life.

He goes on in an urgent voice. “You’ve been connecting with the women in a way that I can’t.”

I shake my head, my voice strained by the tight lump of emotion caught in my throat. “They connect with you fine. They love you.”

He frowns. “We’ll talk more later.”

The moment we’re in the privacy of our hotel room, he takes my hand and guides me to the plush beige sofa in the palatial formal living room of our suite. We’re staying at a hotel called Leela Palace, and it lives up to its name. I take some deep breaths, trying to calm the riot of emotions that erupted when I realized I have to tell him goodbye. I don’t want to say goodbye.

He gives my hand a squeeze. “I thought you enjoyed your time on this tour. Why wouldn’t you want to continue it?”

I hesitate, trying to figure out the best way to explain. “I have enjoyed myself, mostly because of you, but this isn’t my thing. It’s yours. My life is back in the US. My family, my new sister, building a career doing what I love.”

“You won’t be leaving your family forever. We can visit.”

“It’s not the same. I want to be a big part of my sister’s life. I don’t want to just pop in and out of it. And I’m starting a new business, which looks very promising, if I could just get back and follow up on all my new prospects.”

“So you choose a job over a calling?”

I don’t know what to say to that. Is one type of work more important than the other? I applaud his work, but I don’t know that I want to be his helper. I want something of my own. And I do love interior design. There’s no room for doing what I love in his future life. “I know it’s hard to understand because what you’re doing is so important, and I support it one hundred percent, but it’s your calling not mine.”

He stares at me. “I don’t understand. I thought you believed in the cause.”

“What about my job?”

His brows draw together. “Why do you persist in talking about your job? If you’re with me, you don’t have to work. After all we’ve seen on this trip, I’m sure you can see how important clean water efforts are. It raises the quality of life beyond mere survival. By comparison, decorating is meaningless, frivolous fluff.”

I suck in air, my heart stopping for a moment and then lurching forward. All this time I thought he respected me and what I do. I cross my arms, hugging myself. “Well, it means something to me.”

He stands and looks down at me. “I’m so disappointed in you. You’re selling out for what? Money? Prestige? An ego boost?”

I leap to my feet. “I’m not selling out! I know this must be hard for you to understand since you never had to work a day in your life, but having a career I can be proud of means a lot to me. It’s not selling out to want to take care of yourself.”

He takes both my hands. “I’ll take care of you. Stay by my side and you’ll want for nothing. We’ll continue on this important path together. Come with me to my meeting at the UN and let them know you want to be part of it.”

I’m torn by the sincerity in his voice. I don’t want to leave him, but I also don’t want to give up what’s important to me. I’ll lose myself. Worse, he seems to want that, believing what I do is not worth a thing. But it is to me, and I know it brings joy to others. I won’t allow myself to be his appendage, dependent on him for everything. That’s just not how I’m made. I want, no, I need to stand on my own two feet.

He gives my hands a squeeze. “Don’t underestimate the good PR we represent together. We’re the power couple.”

My shoulders slump. That seals it for me. I can feel myself retreating from him and this public world he lives for.

“Phillip, I care about you a lot.” My voice breaks, choked with emotion, and I take a deep breath. “But this is your path, not mine. I don’t want to be there just for PR and photo opportunities. Let’s…how about this? We’ll stay in touch, we’ll visit whenever we can, and-and…”

He pulls away.

“I’ll be cheering you on,” I finish lamely. There’s no easy way to merge our two paths, but I’m not ready to let go of him.

He crosses his arms and frowns. “Maybe I don’t know you as well as I thought I did. I thought we were on the same page. Same values, same cause.”

I don’t know what to say. Maybe he’s right. I can’t make myself into whatever ideal image he had of me. I’ve been honest with him. His work is important, but it’s not my work. And it’s clear he doesn’t value my work.

He goes to the balcony window and jerks the curtains open. The setting sun casts him in shadow, a proud regal figure, shoulders back, legs spread apart. He conquers whatever he sets his mind to. He has no idea what it is to struggle, to have to work hard, to need to achieve anything. Our two different worlds can never coexist. He belongs on the world stage, and I need to be grounded, working at what I’m good at, carving out my own niche in the world. And my family means everything to me. As an only child, I’m close with my parents, and I want to be close with my sister too.

I worry my lower lip. Phillip and I got so close on this trip too, living and working together. God, I hate the distance between us right now. “We still have a week together.”

He doesn’t bother to turn around. “I think it would be best if you leave now.”

I gasp, my stomach dropping. “That’s it? We’re done?”

He turns, his expression hard. “Do you expect me to pretend everything is good between us?”

“It could be. We still…we connected. I—”

“We’re on two diverging paths,” he says coolly. “Let’s not make this any harder than it needs to be.”

I stumble back, shocked at his dismissal.

He pulls out his phone. “You needn’t look so stricken. This was your choice. I asked you to join me; you declined.”

I lift my chin, tears blurring my vision. “Then I’ll go!” I wipe at my eyes, grab my purse, and rush to the bedroom, looking around for my suitcase.

Phillip appears in the doorway. “I’m calling my valet. He’ll pack for you and accompany you to the airport.”

“Don’t bother!” I find the suitcase in the huge walk-in closet and wheel it out, tossing it on the bed and unzipping it.

“I told you I’m taking care of it.”

I hate how calm he is, like it means nothing to him that I’m leaving. Like we meant nothing at all! I grab my stuff from the dresser drawer in one big scoop and toss it in the suitcase.

He walks out of the bedroom, done with me and my annoying independence. No problem because I’m done with him and his demands. It’s his way or no way. Forget that!

I empty the second drawer of clothes and cram everything in. The closet holds all the formal wear Phillip bought me, and I leave it all behind.

I head for the bathroom, grab my toiletry bag, and stuff everything inside it in a mad rush. I toss the bag in the suitcase, zip up the case, and wheel it to the living room, where Phillip is sitting on the sofa, looking at his phone.

“I’ll pay for a cab and find my own way home,” I tell him.

He doesn’t reply.

“Bye,” I snap.

Nothing.

His cold dismissal only fuels my need to escape. I whirl and rush through the door to the outside hallway, slamming face-first into the hard chest of a security guard. I look up into Rafe’s glowering expression. “Move it. I’m going home.”

“No, ma’am. It’s not safe for you alone. Please wait inside for the necessary arrangements.”

“Okay, okay.” I turn back toward the door and then skirt left, taking off down the hall, my suitcase bumping along behind me. “Ah!” I yelp a moment later, restrained by arms of steel, my feet lifted right off the ground. It’s Rafe, carrying me and depositing me back in the living room with Phillip. My suitcase follows a moment later. So humiliating.

“Don’t try that again,” Rafe growls before shutting the door.

I seethe.

Phillip shakes his head. “Impulsive, self-centered, money-centered. You are not the woman I thought you were.”

I lose it, gesturing wildly. “You’re exactly who I thought you were when we first met! Full of yourself and your press! You don’t understand needing money or wanting to work hard because that’s never been part of your life. If you want something, all you have to do is pick up the phone and the world drops at your feet.”

He speaks into his phone, making arrangements and ignoring me.

I jab a finger at him. “See! You just proved my point!”

He punches the button to disconnect. His eyes are cold, his voice flat. “I won’t deny I’ve been fortunate, but I resent you acting like that’s all I am. I’m using my advantages to help the unfortunate.”

I glare at him. “Make sure you order a really big halo!”

He glares back. “I’m providing clean water and education. All you do is add pretty wallpaper to a wealthy woman’s master bath!”

I want to slap the self-righteous smug expression off his face. “Fuck you!”

He smirks. “We’ve done plenty of that, haven’t we? Maybe that’s where I went wrong, confusing sexual compatibility for any real-world compatibility.”

I hate his haughty tone, like he’s above me in every way. “You’re not better than me just because you do charitable work. Every contribution can be meaningful if it comes from the heart.”

“Keep telling yourself that when you’re picking out curtains. How heartfelt. How important.”

I gasp. He’s reduced me to insignificant. I am not insignificant! “How dare you condescend to me!”

There’s a knock at the door.

Phillip shoots me a look of disgust before answering the door. We’re joined a moment later by his valet, who bows to Phillip before heading to the bedroom. I follow him in to find him checking the dresser drawers for my things.

“I’ve already packed.”

He moves to the closet.

“Leave the gowns. They’re not mine.”

“You might as well take them,” Phillip says from behind me. “I doubt they’ll fit anyone else. Small clothes for a small-minded person.”

I whirl. “Go to hell.”

He laughs, a mean laugh.

I’ve had enough. I will not engage with him any further. I turn away and tell the valet, “Leave them.”

The valet takes my suitcase in hand. “Ma’am, when you’re ready.”

I nod and follow him out the door.

No goodbyes, nothing. Phillip and I are done.

I’m dry-eyed, filled with indignation at his callous treatment all the way to the airport. He’s put me on a first-class nonstop to New York. I’ll transfer from there back to my normal life in Tampa, back to my old bedroom in my parents’ house, and start over, building my career with my new prospects. This was all a dream. Not my reality.

The flight attendant immediately fusses over me with a glass of champagne, warm nuts, a soft blanket, and a complimentary gift box, which I don’t bother to open. All this luxury reminds me of the life I’m leaving behind with Phillip. I can’t wait to get home and put all reminders of him behind me.

It isn’t until the plane takes off that the tears come.

They don’t stop for a very long time.


Chapter Thirteen


Phillip

My fury at Ruby lasted three solid days. I don’t think anyone has ever made me more furious in my life. She chose a job over me, turned her back on what could have been an important path to take together. But when my fury fades, what’s left is a deep grief that guts me. I can’t eat, I can’t sleep, I can barely focus on what I’m here to do. I can’t even muster a smile for the people I meet in dire need of clean water. I drag myself through the days and finally cut it short a few days early, explaining to the Global Sun Water people that I’m ill and need to return home to recuperate.

I want to fix this thing with Ruby face-to-face, but I have to stop home first for Gabriel and Anna. They need the jet for a trip to Tampa, where Anna and Ruby are from. It’s the fastest most direct way to get them there. Anna’s foster father, Mike, who’s been very ill from lung cancer, is asking for her.

The jet is being refueled and going through safety checks in France, so I have time to stop at home. The yacht is waiting to get me there fast. I meet up with Gabriel and Anna at the palace, where Gabriel is pacing outside their suite in the west wing.

“How is she?” I ask.

He jams a hand in his hair. “She insists on packing herself, but she’s crying, and it’s taking forever. She won’t even let me help.”

“I need to do for myself, Gabriel!” Anna hollers through the open door of their suite. “It’s the one thing I can control.”

I peek into the room. “Hi, Anna. I’m really sorry to hear about Mike.”

“You’re here!” She squashes her suitcase and zips it closed. “Let’s go.” She wheels her suitcase out.

Gabriel tries to take it from her, but she pulls it away. She rushes ahead of us toward the stairs. Gabriel signals for a servant to assist her.

“I’m going with you,” I tell Gabriel. “Ruby is in Tampa now. I mucked things up and need to fix it.”

He halts. “You’re leaving too? I was going to put you in charge. I have a few duties to attend to and I need you to fill in. Fuck. Lucas?”

The royal duties fall in line with whoever is closest to the throne. Next in line after me is Lucas, the bachelor who caused a riot.

“Unless you want to ask Mother,” I offer. “I’m sorry, but it’s urgent I see Ruby.”

He scowls. “You know our mother’s in a delicate state right now.” He stalks off, barking out a series of orders to some nearby footmen.

A short while later, we’re all in the waiting Mercedes, the luggage being packed into the trunk, when Lucas knocks on the back window. Anna powers it down.

Lucas’s eyes are sympathetic. “Take care, Anna. I’ll be thinking of you and Mike.”

She gives him a watery smile, reaches out, and squeezes his hand. “Thank you.”

He turns to Gabriel and gives him a sharp salute before doing an about-face and marching back to the palace.

“Hopefully the palace will still be standing when I return,” Gabriel mutters.

I can’t worry about Lucas and what he might do. My mind is on what lies ahead. Gabriel is busy comforting Anna, who’s subdued. I have plenty of time to think on our journey, and what I conclude is this—I need Ruby in my life. In all my excitement over making a contribution to the world, I forgot the most important thing. None of this means anything without love in my life. I should’ve started with that. I should’ve told her how much I love her. I hurt her. I wanted to hurt her and that was petty and wrong. She was right that I don’t know what it’s like to have career ambition. I’ve never had a job, never built a career. Maybe that’s why my work on behalf of clean water became so important to me. For the first time in my life, I felt useful, needed, like what I did mattered. But none of that matters without her.

When we’re on the jet, Anna takes a nap. Afterward, she takes the seat next to me. “Gabriel says its urgent you see Ruby to fix things between you. What happened?”

“I screwed up horribly.”

“I’m sure it’s not that bad. I know you have strong feelings for her. It’s written all over your face.”

I press my lips together for a moment, touched by her faith in me, however misplaced, and then I tell her everything, all the glorious highs and the really terrible low of our trip together.

“Damn, Phillip, were you trying to push her away?”

“No!” Was I? Did I sabotage it on purpose, still afraid of a real commitment because of Lana’s betrayal? I’d hate to think that was the case. That can’t be. I truly do love Ruby. Why didn’t I tell her that? I’m such an idiot. I assumed way too much—that she knew I loved her, that she’d agree that my work was the best way for us to have a life together. I didn’t even consider any other option.

“I didn’t mean to push her away,” I say miserably. “I was trying to pull her with me in a misguided stupid way.”

“Really stupid. Do you think I would’ve stayed with Gabriel if he told me my job as a hairdresser was meaningless and insignificant? Or if he looked down on the fact that I was the handywoman for my apartment building?”

I open my mouth to argue that it’s different because Anna’s work is now relevant to the kingdom, but she barrels on before I can get a word out.

“Hell no! I would’ve sent him packing if he acted that way, but he didn’t. He applauded what I had achieved because he loved and respected me. If you actually love and respect Ruby, you’ve got a long way to go to prove it. I’m sure you made her feel like used gum on the bottom of your shoe. Less than.”

Bile rises in my throat as Ruby’s words come back to me. You’re not better than me just because you do charitable work. Every contribution can be meaningful if it comes from the heart. Her work means a lot to her, which is all that matters. I ranked her worth below mine when it’s not. She’s everything to me, above me in the ways that count—open, warm, and loving. And I was wretched to her.

Anna pats my arm. “I can see you’re getting it now. Make sure you really grovel.” She returns to her seat.

By the time the hired limo pulls up to Ruby’s parents’ modest one-story peach stucco home in a suburban development, I’m so nervous I can barely think straight. I can’t screw this up.

Anna hollers at me on my way out of the car, “Grovel like you mean it!”

I lift a hand in acknowledgment and walk up the front sidewalk. Princes don’t grovel. It’s not in my DNA. But I will right the wrong, correct course, and say what I should’ve said the first time around. I love her and that is what will make everything work out. It has to. Of course, it’s not at all a sure thing. I didn’t call ahead for fear she wouldn’t see me.

I’m dressed casually in an aquamarine button-down shirt that matches my eyes (Ruby often complimented my eye color, marveling at it), black trousers, and black leather shoes. I’m carrying a bouquet of roses, which Anna said is a necessary item for the classic grovel. It’s my only concession to groveling.

Rafe and Henry stand behind me on the concrete porch, waiting for me to get up the nerve to ring the bell. There’s a screen door and a white front door. I debate knocking on one or the other instead of ringing the bell. Damn nerves. I press the bell.

The door opens a few moments later to a petite woman with a short cap of dirty blond hair. This must be Ruby’s mother. She leaves the screen door shut and peers through it at me. “Yes?”

I force a smile. “Hello, I’m Phillip Rourke. These are my guards. I’m here to see Ruby.”

Her eyes widen. “You’re the royal hottie!” She yanks open the screen door, her pregnant stomach large and round under a yellow T-shirt. “Come in before the neighbors get wind of you! Edward, the prince is here! Ruby!”

“Thank you, ma’am.” I step into a living room tastefully decorated with a white sofa and matching armchairs, a honey-colored wood coffee table and end tables. I suspect Ruby had something to do with the way the room was pulled together. It looks like something out of a magazine. Elegant in its simplicity.

“Please have a seat,” she says, gesturing for us to take the sofa. “I’m Eileen. Eeep! This is so exciting! Your Highness, the royal hottie, right here in my living room!”

I take a seat. “Just Phillip will suffice.”

She looks at the guards still standing by the front door and turns back to me. “Can I get you anything?”

“Just Ruby, please.”

“I’ll be right back!”

The house isn’t soundproof in the least, and I can clearly hear her as she rushes down the hallway and hollers, “Edward, hurry up in the bathroom! There’s a prince in the living room. Yes! The one Ruby’s been bitching about!”

I shift in my seat. Her mother has been very cordial considering her daughter’s been bitching about me. I catch Rafe’s eye. He and Henry look amused. Nothing like witnesses to your grovel.

A moment later, we hear someone pounding on a door and rattling the knob. Then Eileen hollers, “Unlock the door this minute! Phillip is here to see you!”

I can’t hear Ruby’s response muffled by the door.

“Ruby Evans, I will unscrew these hinges and pull you out by the hair if you don’t get your butt out here!”

Her father chimes in. “That will take too long. I’ll go to the window and pull her out that way.”

Perhaps her parents are eager to get rid of her. Ruby did say they needed her room for the baby. That will only help my cause.

“You’re supposed to be on my side!” Ruby hollers.

“We’re on your side, sweetheart,” her mother says. “But we know how you feel about him. Don’t let pride keep you from the man you love.”

I leap to my feet. She loves me! That’s all I need to know. I follow the sounds down the short hallway to Ruby’s bedroom.

“Hello, I’m Ruby’s father, Edward.” Her father, a tall thin man with a receding blond hairline, offers his hand.

I give him a firm handshake. “Nice to meet you, Edward. If you could just give us a few moments of privacy, I’d really like to talk to Ruby.”

“Of course!” her mother exclaims, grabbing her husband by the arm and pulling him with her. “We’ll be in the kitchen.”

Ruby’s door opens a moment later. Her hair is up in a messy ponytail, her eyes bleary, her lips drawn into a flat line. She’s dressed more casually than I’ve seen her before in a pink T-shirt with denim shorts, barefoot. She’s beautiful, sexy, and seriously pissed off.

I hand her the roses. “I’m sorry.”

She takes them and steps back, letting me into her room and shutting the door behind me. The room is vintage teen Ruby and extremely girly—white frilly canopy bed, white dresser and nightstand with flower decals, pink walls, pink carpet. There’s a few posters of shirtless rock stars from a decade or so ago arranged on a diagonal on one wall. Even her lusty crushes are arranged in a design. Her parents have left her room here waiting for her if she should need it. I like that she comes from a good family.

She sits on her bed and stares at the roses in her hands.

I remain standing since she hasn’t invited me to join her. “Your parents are nice.”

She lifts her head. “They’re impressed with your royal bloodlines, as is the world. You’re a celebrity.” She doesn’t sound very impressed.

I clear my throat. “I’m sorry for hurting your feelings. I didn’t mean to sound so self-righteous. I know your work is important to you, which makes it important to me too. You’re great at it.”

“But you don’t think it’s as important as your work.”

“It’s not a fair comparison. I’m sure once basic needs are met, anyone would appreciate the beauty you bring to the world.” My voice catches as the truth of that hits me. “You had it right. Each of us should contribute in the way that’s most meaningful to us.”

She’s quiet, her gaze downcast. I’m losing her, and I can’t bear it.

I drop to my knees in front of her, so we’re eye to eye, and speak urgently, from the heart. “Ruby, I’ve had a lot of time to think about it, and I realized I went about this whole thing the wrong way. What I should’ve said before, what I should’ve started with is this—I love you.” I hold my breath, desperately hoping she’ll say it back. If we have love, everything else will work itself out.

She stares at me for a long tense moment.

I still, my heartbeat roaring in my ears, my chest tight.

And then her eyes fill. “Okay,” she says quietly.

I can breathe again. She blinks rapidly and tears spill down her cheeks. The sight fills me with hope, my own eyes stinging.

I sit next to her on the bed and wipe her tears with the pad of my thumb. “And I know you love me too.”

She laughs a little. “Oh, you do, huh?”

“Your mother was pretty loud when she told you not to let your pride keep you from the man you love. I assumed she meant me, unless you and Rafe…”

She shoves my arm and smiles through her tears. “Stop.”

“I’ve missed you.”

She sniffles. “I’ve missed you too.” She meets my eyes. “I do love you.”

The tension that’s built over the past several days leaves my body in a rush. I pull her into my arms and hug her. “I love hearing you say it.”

A moment later, she pulls away. “I was able to secure several clients from Anna’s friends when I got back. Actually, three of them are eager for their homes to be done before the New Year and are paying me double to make it happen. I have enough work for six months. I can get my own place with the advance deposits.”

“That’s great. I’m happy for you. I know that’s what you wanted.”

She purses her lips. “Only you ruined it. I couldn’t enjoy any of it, couldn’t even start to apartment shop because I’ve been miserable without you.”

I stroke her hair back from her face. “I’ve been miserable too.”

She exhales sharply. “That doesn’t make me feel as good as I thought it would.”

“You hoped for my misery?”

“Oh, yeah. I wanted you to be an empty shell of a man cursing the day you lost the best thing to ever happen to you. I hoped you’d become impotent in your grief and never be able to enjoy another woman for the rest of your miserable life.”

“Damn, remind me never to get on your bad side again.”

She laughs. “I know. I just wanted you to be as miserable as I was. Phillip, you really hurt my feelings. It’s like you thought you were so much better than me, that I was being greedy and small-minded while you were taking the higher path. I’d felt so close to you, closer than I’ve ever felt with anyone, and then it seemed like the gap between us was too great to ever bridge. We do come from different worlds.”

“It works for Gabriel and Anna.”

“Anna has always longed for a stable foundation and family. Gabriel gave her that. But Phillip, that’s not me. I have everything I need right here, except you. I just don’t know how we fit.”

“I’ll move to Tampa.” I surprise myself with the impulsive decision, but it’s the only way I can think of to keep her happy.

Her jaw drops. “What? You can’t move to Tampa. You have to continue your good work. It’s important to you and the world.”

We stare at each other at an impasse. She wants me to do what I most want to do; she just doesn’t want to do that with me. And I don’t really belong here. We both know that.

She turns away, and my heart leaps in my throat.

“Ruby.”

“Maybe you were right before,” she says quietly. “We’re on two diverging paths.”

“Marry me.”

Her head whips toward mine, her green eyes wide. She looks as surprised as I am, but now that I’ve said it, I want to. I love her. That’s everything. The only thing.

I take both her hands. “I need you in my life, Ruby. Permanently. You are my stable foundation, the heart of it, the center of everything I do. I know it’s sudden. I don’t even have a ring, but there’s nothing I want more than you by my side for life.”

She looks happy for a moment, but then she frowns. “How does that solve anything?”

“We were asking the wrong question. It’s not which job takes precedence. The right question is, how does everything else in our lives fit around us as a couple? We start with love.” I give her a quick kiss. “We’ll be a unified front, and we’ll decide everything together. Where we live, how we live.” I frame her beautiful face with my hands. “There’s just nothing more important to me than you. None of this means anything without you in my life.”

Her brows draw together as her gaze searches mine.

I drop my hands and wait, barely breathing, hoping for the answer I most want to hear.

Her lips purse as she mulls it over. Finally, she says, “I like that a lot. We could set aside blocks of time. Six months here for my career, six months traveling as ambassadors for clean water. You have the pull to get people to work with your schedule, and you could take the occasional trip without me.”

I can breathe again, joy spearing through me, making everything feel light and bright. She’s on board. “And you’ll marry me?”

She smiles cheekily. “When I hear a proposal worthy of Prince Phillip Rourke.”

I drop to one knee in front of her and gallantly take her hand. “Ruby Evans, will you do me the great honor of becoming my wife?”

“Yes!”

She throws herself at me, and I catch her, holding her close for a long moment. She kisses me, and it’s the sweetest welcome. Suddenly we’re ravenous for each other and tumble to the floor. She’s on top of me, and I run my hands all over her petite soft curves.

She lifts her head suddenly. “We should go somewhere more private.”

“Yes, and quickly.”

She giggles and rushes to the bedroom door, pulling it open. Her parents jump back, looking guilty. “Mom! Dad!”

“Congratulations, sweetheart!” her mother exclaims.

Her father pumps my hand. “Welcome to the family! Do we get to visit the palace?”


Chapter Fourteen


Ruby

Phillip and I are hot for each other, but first things first. We’re an engaged couple and my parents are ecstatic. We join them in the kitchen to toast with some chardonnay. Mom, of course, sticks to water.

“Congratulations!” my mother exclaims, clinking glasses with each of us in turn.

“Congratulations,” my father says.

Phillip clinks glasses with me last, his eyes never leaving mine as he takes a sip. I do too.

“Well, we should go,” I say. “Phillip needs me to drive him back to his hotel, where he can work with his press secretary to get the official royal announcement out.”

Phillip sets his glass on the counter, picking up my cue. “Yes, very important that it be done face-to-face, so the news doesn’t leak ahead of time.”

“Oh, wow!” my mother exclaims. “An official royal announcement! Will you get married here or at the palace?”

“Ruby?” Phillip asks.

I love that he’s leaving it up to me, even though I’m sure all royal weddings take place in the chapel at Amalie Palace. That’s where Anna and Gabriel got married. My parents recorded it, and we watched it later on TV.

I turn to my parents. “Would it be okay with you if we married at the palace chapel? We’d wait until it was a good time for you to travel with the baby.” They still haven’t picked a name.

My mom’s face lights up with a beaming smile. “We’d love that! Phillip, we saw Anna’s wedding on TV. That chapel is so beautiful. Will you have the horse-drawn carriage too?”

Phillip pipes up. “Ruby will have anything she wants.”

“He’s a keeper,” my mom says.

“Yup!” I hug her and then my dad. “I’ll call you. We’ve got so much planning to do.”

Phillip shakes both their hands, but my mom insists on hugging him and then kisses his cheek. It didn’t take them long to warm to him, considering I called him holier-than-thou, demanding, and arrogant. As a longtime royal hottie follower, my mom always said she thought he must be a sweetheart in real life. She based this solely on his warm smile. Turned out she was right.

We finally make our escape, and I lead him and the guards to the street where my Toyota hatchback has been baking in the Florida sun. I unlock it and fold up the sun visor from the dashboard.

I turn to Rafe and Henry, both over six feet tall, who I know are going to be squished in the backseat. “Sorry. I know it’s not the roomy Mercedes you’re used to.”

“No problem, ma’am,” Henry says. Rafe looks grim.

They squish their long muscular frames into the backseat, I hop in the driver’s seat, and Phillip slides in the passenger side.

I turn the car on, blast the air conditioner, and turn to Phillip. “Where to?”

“I actually didn’t plan that far ahead. I was so focused on fixing things with you that was all I could think about. Anna and Gabriel are staying at the Epicurean Hotel. We could go there.”

It’s a luxury hotel. This is my life now, tempered with the unusual combination of working in the trenches of the most impoverished communities. A future I never could’ve imagined for myself, but I know ultimately will be extremely fulfilling. Plus I still have my life back home for half of the year.

“Or wherever you think is good,” he adds.

“My, aren’t you accommodating now,” I tease.

He laughs. “It probably won’t last. I’m just so thrilled things went well between us. Better take advantage while you can. I’d pretty much give you anything right now.”

There’s a loud throat clearing from the backseat.

Phillip turns. “Relationship advice, Rafe?”

“You have a room at the Epicurean, as do we.”

“Ah.”

Rafe rattles off the address, but I already know it. I grew up here. I drive over to the hotel and hand the keys of my decidedly nonluxury car over to the valet.

Phillip grabs my hand and practically runs to the front desk. Within minutes, we’re on our way to the room. His luggage is already there. The guards file into their room next door.

It’s a suite, and I barely register the elegant living room before Phillip scoops me up, cradled in his arms, and carries me to the bedroom. Swoon!

“Music,” I tell him. “We need some sound so the guards can’t hear.”

“Oh, Ruby, they don’t care. Trust me.”

“I care!”

He sets me on my feet by the bed and presses the radio clock on the nightstand. It’s top 40 pop and it’s loud.

I smile. “Perfect!”

He slides open the nightstand drawer, and a box of condoms is in there. He grunts in approval.

“Eww! We are not using leftovers from the last person who stayed here.”

He laughs. “These are mine. My valet left them. It’s my preferred brand, and see?” He lifts the box to show me a small gold sticker with his initials on the bottom.

My eyes widen. “You have personalized stickers? Like monogrammed condoms?” I laugh.

He grins. “It’s his little touch when he leaves me something unanticipated, so I know it’s okay. Clearly, he was hoping for our reconciliation.”

I stare at him, speechless. Having a public life is going to take some getting used to.

“Would you rather I didn’t have them, and then I had to request condoms from the concierge?”

I wrap my arms around his middle. “So you really didn’t expect this?”

He wraps his arms around me and gazes down at me. “I wasn’t sure if you’d even see me.”

“Didn’t you know I love you?”

“No. I hoped, but I didn’t know. I thought I ruined it.”

“Well, I do.”

He cradles my face with his hands. “I never thought I’d love again, and then you gallivanted into my life and turned me inside out. I’ve been walking around with my heart outside my chest, in your hands, since the very first time you were in my arms.”

I smile at the memory of our time in the yacht’s cabin, my heart filled to bursting. “I am quite the gallivanter.”

He speaks against my lips. “Thankfully.” And then we’re kissing, and there’s no more talk. He rips my shirt off, unhooks the bra, and tosses it, openly admiring my breasts as he works the button on my shorts.

A small niggling worry makes me ask, “You don’t think I’m too small?” He made a comment about my size during our fight, and I’m a little sensitive about that. “Small body, small-minded.”

He closes his eyes for a moment and pulls me tight against him. “You are petite, but I shouldn’t have commented on your size. And you’re not small-minded either. I so regret saying those things.” He pulls back and runs his hands down my sides. “I love your petite curves. You’re so beautiful, so sexy, and you fit so perfectly with me.”

I lift my chin, still a little miffed. “Maybe the problem is you. Maybe you’re too big.”

He smirks but says nothing. Instead he undoes my denim shorts and pulls them down along with my panties. Then he pulls back the covers, lifts me by the waist, and tosses me on the bed.

“Ah! Phillip! You can’t just toss me around like a doll.”

“I like how easy it is to lift you.” He grins. “I’ll try to restrain myself. Or you could do the same to me.” He starts unbuttoning his shirt, looking smug. He knows I could barely move him. He’s bigger with at least fifty pounds of muscle on me. There are other ways…

I sit up and undo his pants, quickly freeing him. Then I take his thick erection in hand. “I can bring you to your knees with one suck.”

He grips my hair in one hand, tilting my face up to his. “You could bring me to my knees with one word. I love you so damn much, Ruby. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.”

My jaw drops at the words uttered so sincerely I can’t help but believe him. No man has ever felt so strongly about me that they’d do absolutely anything. Most guys did the bare minimum.

He smiles as he pushes me onto my back. “So you see, the power dynamic here is decidedly in your favor.” He rolls a condom on and rises over me, nudging my legs apart, fitting himself between them.

“Phillip.”

He entwines his fingers with mine and raises my hands above my head, pinning them to the mattress. “Yes, love?”

“No one has ever said anything like that to me in my life.”

“Glad to be the first.” He slides smoothly inside me, bringing a delicious ache. “Wrap your ankles high on my waist.”

The moment I do, he pumps into me, deep and hard and fast. It’s exactly what I need. His gaze is locked on mine, the intensity building with every stroke. He slips a hand under me, angling my hips up, taking me deeper. My breath is ragged as I draw closer and closer to the edge. His mouth closes over mine, his body shifting inside me, triggering an intense pleasure. Everything in me coils tight. My head arches back as I break in a rush of pleasure. He keeps pumping, bringing more pleasure. My soft moans turn to a harsh cry as I go over again, and then he lets go, pumping deep, and then finally stilling.

I beam, euphoric, as he gives me his weight. I wrap my arms around him and hug him tight. “I love you, I love you, I love you.”

He lifts his head and smiles, kissing me tenderly. “I love you too. Hmm…three I love yous for two orgasms. I think I owe you another orgasm soon.” He rolls to his back on the mattress next to me.

I roll to my side, facing him, and prop up on my elbow. “I like the way you think.” I run my hand over his heated chest. “And I’m always game for more.”

He turns his face toward me and smiles. “Just give me a moment.”

I straddle him, reach for the radio and turn it down. He sits up with me in his arms, grabs the covers, and pulls them over both of us as he lies back down. His warm hand strokes down my back, and I rest my hands on his chest and look up at him. His eyes are closed, his expression relaxed. He’s got scruff like he forgot to shave, and I love that he was so focused on getting back to me, fixing things between us, that he forgot the basics.

I kiss his chest. “Did you repack your suitcase, or is that suitcase from your last trip?”

“It’s from India. I wanted to go straight to you, but I had to stop at home for Anna and Gabriel.”

“She told me about Mike. We should go over later.”

“Yes. How do you feel about food?”

“I like food.”

“Excellent.”

An hour later, we’re sitting in plush white robes in the small dining area of the suite, enjoying a delicious lunch. And then we make plans—big plans—working out the logistics of our lives as true equals and partners. Everything goes through the filter of does this allow us to be our best selves together? Then it’s a yes, otherwise no. He’s at the center of my life, and I’m at the center of his. Our next stop is back to Villroy for his sister Emma’s wedding; then it’s off to New York City for a meeting at the UN before heading back to Tampa.

My life will soon be three different roles—the wife of a prince, an interior designer and big sister in Florida, and an ambassador for clean water. I’m not officially an ambassador, but, at my request, Phillip will be putting me in charge of spearheading efforts for girls and education. That’s my special project, and I love it.

“What about kids?” he asks. “I’d definitely like kids.”

I sit up straight, joy spreading through me. “Yes to kids, after we’re done travelling. Maybe when I’m thirty. Is that okay?” I know he’s twenty-nine. I’m asking him to wait five years.

“Absolutely. How many?”

“My mom had a lot of miscarriages. I’m not sure how it will go for me.”

He takes my hand across the table. “If there’s any difficulty, we could always adopt. We’ve seen all the orphans left behind in devastated areas.”

My throat chokes. He’s such a good man, and he’s right. “I love that idea. Yes. In that case, four kids.”

He grins. “I grew up with six brothers and sisters. Big families are fun. We’ll have help too. Maybe my old nanny will be willing to join our family.”

“If she’s not busy with Anna and Gabriel’s baby.”

“She’s pregnant?”

“Not that I heard, but she told me they’re working on it.”

He snorts. “Working on it. Like fucking could ever be work.” He stands. “C’mere, I need you for very fun purposes. Notice how I didn’t just pick you up like a doll?”

“Good thing! I just ate. Never toss around a fiancée with a full stomach.”

He holds out his hand to me. “Ruby.”

I stand and take his hand. He gives me a tug, pulling me into his arms and kissing me. Then he dips his head, his voice a rumble in my ear, “We’re going to play a game. It’s called screaming orgasm.”

I smile up at him. “I like this game.”

He cups my cheek. “I know you do. I invented it in your honor.”

“You can carry me to the bedroom.”

He scoops me up, cradled in his arms. “So you like that, do you?”

I nod. “It’s romantic.”

He sets me down inside the bedroom, shuts the door, and lifts me so we’re eye to eye, pinning me against the door. I wrap my arms and legs around him. “You and me, Ruby, from here on out. Forever.”

“Yes,” I manage over the lump in my throat. I’ve never known a man who expressed himself so warmly, so lovingly before. He’s got a big heart.

His lips meet mine, and my mind shuts down, lost in sensation. Long moments later, he sets me back on my feet and rips my robe off. I rip his off too. He snags a condom from the robe pocket.

“So prepared!” I exclaim.

“I have to be when I’m around you.” He finishes rolling it on, grabs me by the waist, lifts me, and impales me onto him. My breath shudders out, and I wrap my legs around his waist, the wall at my back. He uses his grip on my hips, lifting me as he pounds into me. “The advantage of your size,” he rasps. “I can lift you like this.”

“Don’t stop.”

And then I go over, my body shuddering around him. He’s got me tight, thrusting over and over. Soft cries escape as the pleasure builds again. He angles me back, his hand sliding between us, stroking me. White-hot sensations rip through me. I dig my fingernails into his shoulders, the intensity nearly unbearable. And then I explode, the scream ripped from my throat. I’m wrecked, collapsed against him, as he thrusts for his own release and slams deep into me one last time, moaning into the side of my neck.

He lifts his head and kisses me tenderly. Then he turns, still holding me, and walks us to the bed, setting me gently down on the mattress before joining me. He rolls me to my side away from him and then spoons his big warm body behind me. I let out a sigh of pure contentment. I don’t mind him maneuvering my body when he does it for these sexy and loving positions.

He brushes my hair back from my face and whispers in my ear, “The guards know what you sound like now when you let go, so you can feel free to let go without worrying about them storming the room.”

I freeze. WHAT? “Phillip?”

“Mmm-hmm.” His arm bands around my waist, pinning me tight against him like I might leap out of bed and ream him. I’m too spent for that.

I keep my voice level. “Did we play the screaming orgasm game for the guards’ benefit?”

“No, darling, that was for you.”

I relax a little.

“That was just a convenient side benefit.”

“Phillip!” I glare at him over my shoulder.

He kisses me. “Now thank me for your screaming orgasm.”

I huff and lie back on my side.

His fingers slide between my legs, and I moan. “Was that a thank-you I heard?” he teases.

“You will pay,” I growl, and then I gasp. He owns my body, and I love it.

A long while later, I melt into the mattress, spent. He’s dedicated himself quite thoroughly solely to my pleasure. “Thank you.”

“There it is!” he crows, lifting his head from between my legs. He shifts to sit next to me on the mattress. “I knew I could get it out of you if I just put my mind to it. And my lips and tongue—”

I prop up on my elbows and glare at him. “Shhh!”

“You still haven’t learned your lesson? No inhibitions because of the guards.” He sighs. “We’ll have to start again.”

I sit up and tackle him. He lets me, falling to his back. Then I kiss him all over his scruffy face.

His cheeks curve against my lips. “That’s more like it.” And then he just holds me, his arms wrapped tight around me.

I rest my head on his chest, listening to the steady thump of his heart. I’m exactly where I want to be, where I was meant to be, surrounded by love.


Epilogue


Phillip

The following week in the royal dining room…

I’m bursting to tell my family the big news of our engagement, but I have to wait. We’re gathered at my sister Emma’s rehearsal dinner with her fiancé, Abdul, who is from a small kingdom in Southeast Asia. Their wedding is tomorrow at the chapel here, and Emma will go to live with him after their marriage. He’s rather bland, very proper like our Emma, and seems nice enough. His dark brown hair is neatly parted to the side, and he’s wearing a navy blue suit with a rose-colored tie and pocket square. Emma matches him, wearing a modest long-sleeved rose dress with a string of pearls. Her long dark brown hair is neatly parted down the middle, her big hazel eyes downcast, her demeanor subdued and rather stiff, her full pink lips pressed into a tight line. I really thought she’d look happier on the occasion she’s waited so many years for. Maybe she’s nervous. She and Abdul were an arranged marriage set up by our mutual kingdoms. She accepted him as her future husband when she was sixteen and had to wait until she turned twenty-five to wed, according to my parents’ wishes. She turned twenty-five last week. The fact that she rarely indulges in alcohol and has definitely had some champagne should’ve relaxed her.

Maybe it’s because our mother isn’t here. She’s become a recluse, taking her meals in her room. She says she’ll be at the wedding tomorrow, which will be her first public appearance since my father died. Ruby and I visited her in her suite and told her our big news earlier. She gave us her blessing, though she didn’t seem excited. Not much can penetrate the thick cloud of grief that surrounds her. I understand. She’s lost the love of her life.

As soon as the meal is finished, I stand and walk around to where Emma is seated next to her fiancé. Abdul’s parents and his two sisters are here, as well as all of my siblings. “Congratulations to you both.”

“Thank you, Phillip,” Emma says in a near monotone.

I check her eyes. She’s not drunk. I’ve never seen her drunk, but her behavior is so at odds with the happy occasion I wondered if alcohol has a subduing effect on her. Actually, she looks like she checked out. Her eyes are blank.

“Thank you,” Abdul says in perfect English. “I’m pleased we can finally move forward now that Emma has reached the proper age.”

“Yes, happy birthday, little sister.” I was away at the time.

She barely inclines her head.

I give her shoulder a squeeze. “Would it be okay if I shared some good news with our family, or should I wait for a different occasion? I don’t want to take away from your celebration.”

“Oh, no, please go ahead,” Emma says.

I turn to Abdul, who gestures for me to go ahead.

I head over to Ruby, lean down, and whisper, “I’m going to tell them our news.”

She smiles and nods.

I clink a spoon against a glass and the room quiets, my brothers and sisters all turning their attention to me. Gabriel and Anna are here too. She’s not quite herself after losing Mike last week. He died within an hour of her arrival. It seems he’d been hanging on just to say goodbye. She arranged for a quiet funeral, as he’d wanted, and returned home.

I take everyone in. “On this most happy occasion, I want to extend a warm congratulations to Emma and Abdul.”

Everyone applauds and murmurs their congratulations. My siblings are less than enthusiastic. They think Emma took the proper princess thing too far, agreeing to an arranged marriage. It was an option my parents broached for all of us. Only Gabriel and Emma would even consider it. They’re two peas in a proper royal pod. I could see it with Gabriel, the heir, but Emma is fifth in line for the throne. She just believed it important to carry on tradition, probably because my proper mother emphasized the point. Those two were always very close. Emma was the daughter my mother hoped for after having four sons.

I go on. “And I have some more happy news I’d like to share.” I smile down at my beloved. Her cheeks flush pink. I turn back to the group. “Ruby and I are engaged.”

Everyone cheers, my brothers whistling and hooting. I lean down and kiss Ruby’s smiling, blushing cheek.

Once the noise dies down, she lifts a hand. “Thank you, everyone. We’re very happy.”

Anna comes around to hug us both. “Congratulations! Ruby, I’m so, so glad everything worked out. I hope this means you’ll live here on Villroy.”

“Actually,” Ruby says, “we’re going to be travelling for my work and his, shifting around for a while. Probably until we’re ready to settle down to raise a family.”

“I wish you so much happiness,” Anna says, her voice more subdued. She gives us a watery smile.

Gabriel pops out of his seat, comes over to congratulate us, and then guides Anna back to her chair.

I catch Emma’s eye. “Congratulations,” she says tightly.

“Thank you, and congratulations to you too. You must be so excited the big day is tomorrow.”

Abdul listens intently to her answer.

She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “Of course. It’s taken quite a lot of planning, and now it’s finally here.”

“Nine years,” Abdul says. “That’s a long time to wait.”

“Right,” I say. “Well, we’re all looking forward to it.”

Gabriel and Anna take their leave soon after while the rest of us go to the parlor to continue the party. It’s the second week of November and too cool to go up to the rooftop garden. Emma excuses herself promptly at nine, as is her custom, sticking to her usual bedtime. She has a strict schedule for everything, a strict routine of her own devising. I hope marriage loosens her up, though from the look of Abdul, also neat and proper, maybe it’ll just be more of the same. Hell, what do I know? Maybe that’s what she needs.

*     *     *

The next day, I walk with Ruby toward the palace chapel, where Emma will soon be married. Ruby wanted to take a peek before the ceremony and look around. Probably wants to take pictures too. She does love historic architecture and design. And I love her more than I ever thought possible. Last night we all stayed up late in the parlor, drinking and chatting, so my siblings had a chance to get to know Ruby. Each of them, in turn, let me know they thought Ruby was perfect for me. I couldn’t agree more.

I take Ruby’s hand, entwining our fingers together. She turns to me and smiles, her green eyes bright. I smile back, an ebullient joy filling me as I think of our shared future. I wonder where we’ll ultimately land for a permanent home. At the palace? A separate home on Villroy? Maybe in nearby France? Or in the US? I consider different locations and ways this could work, especially with children. Wherever it is, our home will be filled with love.

I spot Gabriel and Anna in the hallway dressed in their formal wear of a black tux and peach gown respectively, appearing quite the elegant duo. “Hello,” I call cheerfully. “Beautiful day for a wedding.”

Gabriel stalks toward me, his expression grim. Anna hurries to catch up with him. I’m instantly on alert. Maybe something’s wrong with Mother. Maybe she’s too upset to come out of her rooms for the wedding after all. This will devastate Emma. They’ve always been close.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Emma’s gone missing,” Gabriel whispers urgently. “Have you seen her?”

“No. Did you check with Silvia?” Our sister planned to help Emma get ready.

“Of course I checked with Silvia,” he snaps. “She said Emma was in her gown and asked for a moment to herself. When Silvia went back to the room, she was gone.”

“It’s a big palace,” Ruby says. “She must be around here somewhere. Maybe she’s visiting with your mother.”

“Yes, that,” I say, turning to Ruby with a smile. “You’re brilliant.”

“She’s not with Mother,” Gabriel says through his teeth. “We checked. We need to spread out and scour the palace without raising any alarms.”

I nod. “Ruby and I will take the east wing. You and Anna take the west wing.”

“Do you think she bailed on her wedding?” Ruby whispers.

Gabriel lifts his chin and says in a haughty voice, “Of course not. She’s likely lost track of time due to pre-wedding nerves. Nothing serious. We’ll reassure her and all will be well.”

“Actually,” Anna says slowly.

We all turn to her.

A muscle ticks in Gabriel’s jaw as he waits for his wife to finish her sentence.

Anna grimaces. “She might have taken me up on my suggestion to get away and think.”

Gabriel shakes his head, frowning.

“Oh, so she’s taking a walk,” I say. “That’s a relief.”

“It’s worse than that,” Gabriel says in a low voice. “Isn’t it, Anna?”

Anna instantly flushes guiltily. He knows her so well. “Don’t worry. She’s safe.”

“You couldn’t have done something before her wedding day?” Gabriel asks tightly.

Anna gestures wildly. “I tried, but your sister is as stubborn as you and set in her ways. I merely gave her an option, which I did yesterday. She’s the one who chose now to take it.”

Gabriel looks alarmed and immediately rushes toward the side door that leads outside, probably to track down Emma.

“Gabriel!” Anna calls, rushing over to him.

He stops, and they have a heated conversation that I can’t make out from here, and then Gabriel strides outside, Anna hot on his heels.

Who would’ve thought my proper sister would be a runaway bride?

“Never a dull moment around here,” Ruby quips.

I slide an arm around her shoulders and hold her close. “Welcome to my world.”

She smiles up at me. “I love it, and I love you.”

I kiss her. “I love you too.”

She rubs my chest. “And here I thought royal life was so staid and proper.”

“It is, and it isn’t.”

“Are you worried about her?”

“It’s an island. How far could she get?”

*     *     *

Don’t miss the next book in the series Royal Darling, where Emma and a British bad boy rock star collide! Royal Darling is out now!


Copyright


This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental. All rights reserved. Except for use in a review, the reproduction or use of this work in any part is forbidden without the express written permission of the author.

Mouth To Mouth © Tessa Bailey

Gypsy King © Devney Perry

The Pawn © Skye Warren

Hitching The Cowboy © Kennedy Fox

Our Options Have Changed © Julia Kent and Elisa Reed

The Initiation © Nikki Sloane

Sucked Into Love © Rochelle Paige

Wait For Me © J.H. Croix

Royal Hottie © Kylie Gilmore

Kindle Edition

Cover design by Book Beautiful

Formatting by BB eBooks

cover.jpeg





